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UNIVERSAL CHILD BENEFITS AND DIGNITY AND SHAME
By Lichao Yang, Robert Walker, Jiexuan Chen and Rui Zhang
School of Social Development and Public Policy, Beijing Normal University.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Recognising that most children worldwide are denied their right to social protection and
acknowledging the requirement that government should have respect for the rights and
dignity of recipients, this report considers the merits of directing cash benefits to children in
the form of universal child benefits (UCBs) (aka universal child grants [UCGs]), conditional cash
transfers (CCTs) and means-tested benefits. In doing so, it deliberately foregrounds
considerations of dignity in order to devise ways of ‘shame-proofing’ social protection.
Universal Child Benefits are universalistic benefits restricted to children and thereby targeted
on them. UCBs are typically paid to principal caregivers as regular unconditional, non-meanstested and non-contributory, cash or tax transfers (Chapter 1).
It is increasingly appreciated that the shame attached to poverty is both ubiquitous and
damaging, reducing social capital and limiting agency among adults and children alike (Sections
2.1 and 2.2). While felt as psychic pain, shame is externally imposed including through the
stigma associated with receipt of welfare benefits. This stigma is transmitted through public
discourse concerning the framing social protection schemes, their rationale, objectives and
limitations; and through the structure and delivery of benefits (Section 2.3). Stigma is both
mediated and imposed by the general public, manifest as electorates and local communities,
and imposed on, and resisted by, welfare recipients as adults and primary carers of children.
Children are also exposed to stigma, directly from their peers and indirectly through their
parents and others, as well as being conduits of shame, reminding parents of their inability to
meet the needs of their children without financial assistance.
History reveals that while poverty has long been considered a problem to be addressed,
policies that focus on poverty-relief risk being divisive (Section 3.1). Groups targeted easily
become stigmatised and, while evidence indicates that poverty is overwhelmingly structural,
public discourse frequently emphases individual inadequacy which undermines support for
anti-poverty programmes. Means-testing and conditional cash transfers are a direct response
and contributor to this discourse on poverty. Limited public support contributes to tight fiscal
constraints requiring targeting on the most disadvantaged, while conditionality addresses
concerns that inappropriate behaviour or poor choices are the cause of poverty (Section 3.2).
Although UCBs are promoted as a response to poverty, they are premised on recognition that
the needs and direct costs of bringing up children apply to all irrespective of income. Hence,
UCBs have the potential to circumvent opposition towards generously funded antipoverty
programmes, promoting social cohesion while avoiding the divisive nature of targeting.
Means-tested benefits targeted on children seek primarily to relieve child and, indirectly family
poverty, and to do so at a low cost which sometimes means restricting benefit to the poorest
people in poverty (Section 3.3). CCTs additionally seek to promote human capital investment
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in, for example, education or preventative health care so as to prevent any intergenerational
transmission of poverty. UCBs contribute to meeting the costs of all children, while
simultaneously relieving child poverty and addressing various other goals. These goals include
horizonal redistribution from childless families to those with children, facilitating life-course
redistribution in which an individual’s future income is spent when needed during childhood,
fostering of social cohesion and building intergenerational solidarity. Unlike, CCTS and meanstested benefits, UCBs do not create work disincentives.
Claiming means-tested benefits entails applicants making a semi-public confession of failure:
they lack the income adequately to support children for whom they are responsible (Section
3.3). Conditionality (additionally) suggests that recipients are unwilling to make socially
desirable choices without coercion or policy ‘nudges’. In marked contrast, UCBs generate a
more positive, non-stigmatising discourse based on respect for children and their carers and a
collective willingness to invest in childhood and families.
Turning to the structure of schemes and first to routes of entitlement, UCBs are an expression
of rights based on citizenship or residency; as such, the application process is much less likely
to be degrading than either means-testing or conditionality (Section 4.1). Where universality
is achieved through combinations of schemes, as in Belgium, Japan, Liechtenstein and
Switzerland, there is at least a theoretical risk of social division arising from the different routes
to entitlement and, in the context of unemployment, historical evidence that the reputation of
the entire system of provision may become tarnished by the most stigmatising component
(Promberger, 2015; Walker and Chase, 2013).
All three types of scheme confront definitional issues around the meaning of childhood and
the comprehensiveness of coverage. However, means-testing and conditionality face
additional, complex challenges concerning the measurement of need and assessment of the
fulfilment of conditionality (Section 4.2). Consequently, CCTs and means-testing are far more
prone to targeting errors, low take up and stigma than are UCBs.
While intended to benefit children, children are seldom direct recipients of cash benefits, their
primary care-givers being conduits (Section 4.3). However, evidence suggests that children
benefit disproportionately from benefit expenditures provided that the policy intent that they
are to support children is made clear (Section 4.3.1). Realisation of the benefits of targeting
mothers as recipients, often as a means of financially empowering women, are less evident
(Section 4.3.2). Certainly, with only marginal gains in financial autonomy, women are more
exposed to the stigma of means-testing and the compliance costs of conditionality while
carrying a disproportionate care burden (sometimes intended in the programme design, on
other occasions an unanticipated consequence).
The level of benefits has symbolic significance and practical importance that varies according
to policy objective, be it tackling poverty or contributing to the costs of children (Section 4.4).
Benefit levels perceived to be inadequate – and thereby ‘insulting’ - can engender stigma; so
can a lack of public understanding of the objectives of policy.
Stigma is often conveyed most directly during the delivery of benefits (Chapter 5). Given that
simplicity of application, clear guidance and limited information requirements reduce hassle,
intrusiveness and scope for stigmatisation, UCBs generally perform better than means-testing
or CCTs (Section 5.1). Compliance costs for claimants are also typically much lower for UCBs
as are administration costs including grant maintenance (Section 5.2). These considerations
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also have an effect in determining the administrative ethos and user interface, making frequent
contact more necessary and computerisation less easy and complete (Section 5.3). Even so,
there is no inherent reason why equal importance should not be attached to achieving best
practice in administration, including accuracy of assessment, honesty and quality customer
service. ILO Recommendation 202 lays the foundation of an administrative culture that
prioritises the needs of beneficiaries, but this can only be achieved if supported by effective
management and appropriate staff training (Section 5.4). People experiencing poverty have a
right to expect the standard of service that others receive.
When viewed through the lenses of dignity and shame, UCBs emerge as the preferred way of
delivering cash assistance to children exhibiting a number of comparative advantages (Chapter
6). They are socially integrative, not divisive, and underpin rights rather than creating
dependency. They typically achieve high take-up and comprehensive coverage, largely avoid
work incentives and are insensitive to poverty dynamics, instead providing a secure stream of
family income. While costly, in that all families with children stand to benefit, administration
and compliance costs are much lower than for means-testing. Furthermore, the engagement
of the middle class as recipients is likely to add to the sustainability of programmes by making
them politically robust, especially if their purpose and potential are well understood.
However, care needs to be taken in the design, promotion and delivery of UCBs to avoid the
emergence of stigma and its negative consequences (Figure 5). The benefit should be labelled
for children, be of adequate size and be paid by methods and at a frequency convenient for
recipients. Its design should be simple and transparent with low compliance costs facilitating
efficient, personalised and respectful service delivery. Recipients should be offered a
meaningful role in the design and appraisal of the scheme and, of course, corruption and
favouritism should be eliminated by design and good management.
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1. INTRODUCTION
It is incumbent on us all to respond to the needs of the 385 million children who live in extreme
poverty, the 45% of the world’s children living below the $3.10 moderate poverty line and all
others designated as poor in richer countries (ODI, 2018). Moreover, children are the world’s
future. Ensuring their health, well-being and intellectual and emotional development is
therefore an investment that has both an immediate impact in lessening suffering and yields
continuing returns in terms of innovation, economic productivity, social inclusion and political
stability.
Yet the reality is that children are twice as likely to live in poverty than adults and are
correspondingly underserved by social protection measures. Therefore, it is important to
consider how best to extend social protection coverage to the nearly two thirds of children
(1.3 billion) who are currently denied it. This report, which offers a comparative analysis of
Universal Child Benefits (UCB), contributes to discussion about how most effectively to deliver
adequate social protection to all children everywhere.
Universal Child Benefits are universalistic benefits restricted to children and thereby targeted
on them (Mathers, 2017; Yuster, 2018). Following ILO-UNICEF (2019, p16), UCBs are defined
‘as programmes anchored in national legislation that provide regular cash payments (i.e.
monthly, quarterly or yearly) to all families with children. UCBs are paid in cash (or as a tax
transfer) to the primary caregiver for dependent children under 18 years of age’. Sometimes
the same goal of universality is achieved through a multi-tiered benefit approach or via a
mixed-system of contributory and non-contributory provision which can be conceptualised as
quasi UCBs (qUCBs). UCBs are characteristic of much welfare provision in Europe, especially
Western Europe, with important variants in Latin America. UCBs exist in 21 countries (see
Figure 1). Eighteen of these UCBs are located in high-income countries – with Libya, Panama
and Suriname being the exceptions. There has been some retreat from universal provision, for
example in Britain and Canada, the former for reasons of cost in a period of austerity, the latter
ostensibly to offer more generous benefits to families below the 9th income decile. Elsewhere
UCBs are comparatively rare and sometimes less than universal being aimed at special groups
and are befitting of the term of ‘near’ UCBs, displaying universalistic tendencies, but not
achieving qUCB or UCB status per South Africa, Iran, and Argentina. Mongolia stands out as
one middle-income country that has oscillated between full UCB and qUCB status.
While it is necessary to ensure that the needs of all children are quickly met, the way in which
this is achieved is also important. ILO Recommendation 202 on social protection floors expects
governments to have ‘respect for the rights and dignity of people covered by the social security
guarantees’ which would in this case be children and their care providers (ILO, 2012). Likewise,
the UN’s guiding principles on Human Rights and Extreme Poverty require states to prohibit
stigmatising, and discriminating against, people in poverty who should ‘be treated as free and
autonomous agents’ (UN, 2013, p.6). Such strictures are important for it is increasingly
recognised that poverty is more than a lack of income and enforced material deprivation. It is
also relational with forms of social and institutional abuse adding to the painful experience of
poverty that can further undermine wellbeing, reduce confidence, erode agency and arguably
even serve to perpetuate poverty (Lawson and Elwood, 2018; Walker, 2014; Gubrium et al.,
2013).
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Therefore, the evaluative lens adopted in this report is to reflect on the contribution social
protection can make to the emotional well-being of families through its design and mode of
delivery. There is clear evidence that these factors affect the quality of the outcomes achieved.
Moreover, while material well-being is crucial in enabling children to live productive lives, it is
emotional well-being that makes material well-being sustainable (Ben-Arieh et al., 2014;
Moore, et al., 2015; Early Ge, 2017). It is also noted that the language of politics and policy has
a profound impact on the way that the recipients of social protection feel about themselves
and how they are viewed by others. This framing of poverty and social protection holds the
key to the dignified treatment of recipients.
While international human rights protocols forefront respect for human dignity and demand,
in the aforementioned guiding principles on Human Rights and Extreme Poverty, that ‘respect
for the inherent dignity of those living in poverty must inform all public policies’, there is, as
yet, little empirical research that directly addresses dignified treatment within social
protection. An albeit truncated rapid evidence appraisal conducted as preparation for writing
this report which reviewed over 3000 documents found less than 162 articles and reports that
presented reliable empirical evidence. It is therefore necessary to embrace a wider evidence
pool and to distil its relevance for social protection through metaphor and analogy.
Furthermore, it is inappropriate to consider UCBs independently of other forms of social
protection. Any assessment of the impact of the framing, structure and delivery of UCBs on
dignity, shame and stigma will necessarily require a counterfactual; that is, to be assessed
relative to other modes of delivering child support and to the status quo. Potential
comparators include conditional cash transfers and means-tested provision. Some37 countries
provide only means-tested benefits for children while another 26 rely on means-testing to
some extent making it the commonest form of provision and therefore an obvious comparator.
Thirty-four countries solely provide benefits for children linked to their parents’ employment
which are therefore unlikely to reach the poorest children while another 22 countries
supplement employment related schemes with other measures, 14 of these providing meanstested benefits. Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) targeted on children constitute the final
comparator. As the name suggests, CCTs make receipt of benefit conditional on specified
behaviours such as ensuring good school attendance and/or vaccinations and, by 2014, almost
70 countries had implemented or experimented with CCTs, most targeted on families with
children (Lindert, 2014). CCTs, especially those with the most arduous conditionality regime,
have been widely criticised for being heavily stigmatising but they have equally been defended
on the grounds of their anti-poverty effectiveness and political feasibility (Standing, G. 2011;
Orton, 2014; Mishra, 2017).
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Figure 1. Child benefit provision focussing on UCBs and qUCBs

Source: ILO-UNICEF (2019)

The remainder of this report is organised as follows. In the next chapter evidence on the nature
and manifestation of poverty-related shame is briefly reviewed and a heuristic model outlined
which draws attention to the ways in which stigma can be imposed through public discourse
relating to the framing of policy and through the structure and delivery of policy. Subsequent
chapters evaluate UCBs, CCTs and means-tested benefits with respect to the framing, structure
and delivery of policy before outlining a possible blueprint to ensure that UCBs are designed
so as to respect the rights and dignity of recipients
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2. POVERTY, SHAME AND DIGNITY
Poverty robs children of their potential and denies their parents and/or primary care-givers
fulfilment in life. Poverty, although often measured as material deprivation or as lack of
income, is necessarily experienced through the emotions as disappointment, frustration; fear,
despair, anger and shame. Not surprisingly, therefore, people experiencing poverty prioritise
the negative emotional consequences of poverty even more than the material ones and often
use the word ‘suffering’ to summarise their experience (Godinot and Walker, 2019; Walker
2018). While they are victims of structural processes that favour society’s more powerful, they
are not without agency; they are survivors whose mere survival is demonstrable evidence of
considerable skill, resourcefulness and fortitude in the face of major impediments.
Nevertheless, these qualities often go unrecognised as people in poverty are thought of as
failures, accused of moral weakness, blamed for their own condition and even credited with
responsibility for societal failure: crime; delinquency, lack of economic growth (Ali et al., 2018;
Roelen, 2017; Sutton et al. 2014).

2.1.Poverty-related shame as adults
For the most part, people in poverty aspire to the same goals as others in society. They wish
to be good parents, neighbours and citizens, to be economically successful and to live life with
dignity, and they endeavour to achieve these goals throughout their lives. Society itself helps
to create these expectations that, though varying culturally, are pervasive and reinforced
through ritual and social sanctioning and sometimes legislation. However, people experiencing
poverty are invariably frustrated in the fulfilment of many of these aspirations by lack of
financial, material and community resources. This means that repeatedly they find that they
are unable to live up to their own expectations and those of the wider society and, while they
have often demonstrably done their best in the circumstances, they are typically prone to
feelings of guilt and shame.
Perhaps not surprisingly, given the common needs of humanity, feelings such as the lack of
dignity and of shame and inadequacy associated with poverty have been reported across all
continents, in the global north and south. Indeed, Sen (1983) has argued that shame lies at
the absolutist core of poverty, an essential characteristic of poverty. Shame, itself, is
characterised as a self-conscious emotion, one that is learned and that is essentially relational
for it is internally felt but externally imposed (Tangney, et al., 2007a). However, Scheff (1997;
2000) and others convincingly argues that shame is really a family of emotions that are
dependent on context and differ in the manifestation, duration and social consequences:
embarrassment, humiliation, guilt (Elison and Harter, 2007). Guilt and shame both relate to
transgressions but, whereas the former attaches to specific behaviours or transient states that
can be changed, shame attaches to character, to the whole self, with little prospect of change
(Tangney and Dearing, 2003). Shame has been likened to a psychic scar that refused to heal
(Ho et al., 2004).
Such feelings of failure and shame are frequently socially reinforced in the community, in
workplaces, schools and bureaucracies and are sometimes explicitly encouraged by politicians
and community leaders who fail to appreciate or acknowledge the structural causes of poverty
9

and/or who wish to minimise so-called ‘dependency’ on state provision (Wilkinson and Pickett,
2018; Walker and Chase, 2013). Even within the wider family, poorer members can be
ostracised if they fail to fulfil roles expected of them which, in more collectivist cultures, can
be prescribed in minute detail. Within the nuclear family, men may feel emasculated by their
inability actively to provide for enough sustenance which can have substantial mental health
fall out while women may experience more directly the shame of making do or going without
(Orton, 2011; Walker and Chase, 2013). Children are an ever-present reminder that they are
unable to be good parents and to adequately to respond to the needs of their offspring
(Bantebya Kyomuhendo et al., 2018).
Welfare institutions that deliberately or inadvertently stigmatise their users constitute an
important arena in which the shame of poverty is manifest (Roelen, 2017; Baumberg, 2016).
This often occurs when users are required publicly to admit to their poverty in order to access
the services or support that they need through mechanisms such as means-testing. Applicants
may be stigmatised by being subjected to repeated checks of their probity and all welfare
recipients may become tainted as cheats or scroungers as a result of anti-fraud and corruption
campaigns (Walker and Chase, 2013; Walker 2014). Stigma may arise vicariously simply
because of the degrading way in which people in poverty are treated or feel that they treated,
processed as numbers not people, body-searched, publicly humiliated or required to bear a
disproportionate share of compliance costs (Bennett et al., 2009). Stigma may arise through
the personal insecurities that accompany poverty which provoke fear and reticence rather
than the assertiveness required effectively to challenge the ill treatment meted out by
bureaucracies. Financially dependent on the same bureaucracies, they can feel worthless,
guilty at being society’s unwanted failures.
While evolutionary biologists (Fessler, 2007; Wiesfeld, 1999) have speculated that the origins
of shame lie in the need to manage conflict in primate societies ordered by physical power,
and the threat of shame is seen by sociologists as a means of fostering allegiance to social
norms, there is little evidence that people adjust their beliefs or behaviour to avoid shame
(Fontaine et al., 2006; Furukawa et al., 2012). Moreover, to the extent that poverty is
structural, stigma imposed deliberately to change their attitudes or behaviour, while
sometimes benevolent in intent, is futile because individuals cannot immediately and
individually alter structural constraints. It simply makes more painful the poverty that is
already painful. Indeed, this process in which dominant norms are imposed on a subordinate
group to the extent that they come to believe that their subordination is a consequence of
their own making has been characterised as symbolic violence (Bourdieu et al, 1999; Roelen,
2017).
Moreover, the evidence is that shame associated with poverty exhibits all the negative
consequences understood from studies in psychology. While it may add to the instrumental
response of trying hard to avoid poverty through hard work, economy and graft, it causes
people to pretend that matters are under control and to conceal financial and other difficulties
from others and sometimes even from themselves. To avoid prying eyes, situations that could
expose their poverty and the accumulation of financial obligations created by the demands of
reciprocity, people in poverty often disengage from social life thereby losing the protection
that supportive social networks offer. Sometimes withdrawal is a product of depression driven
by anxiety in the face of financial pressures and fear about what tomorrow might bring when
resources are further denuded. Occasionally it takes the form of what psychologists call
avoidance behaviour with a retreat into alcohol and drug abuse. Frequently, shame manifests
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itself as self-blame and can lead to thoughts of suicide (Gamlin, 2013). Although socially and
culturally nuanced, these processes appear to pervasive in both the global North and South
(ATD4W, 2019; Chase and Bantebya-Kyomuhendo, 2014).
These relationships are captured in simplified form in the model reproduced as Figure 2. This
illustrates poverty-related shame lowering individuals’ perceptions of their own self-worth,
reducing their agency, increasing social exclusion and lowering their social capital. These
factors combine to increase vulnerability and perhaps to perpetuate poverty. The model
distinguishes between shame and stigma. The former is imposed by society and manifest in
social discourse and individual behaviour while being shaped by political rhetoric. The latter,
stigma associated with the design and delivery of policy, has similar deleterious consequences
but is also discriminatory.

Figure 2. A model of the poverty-shame nexus

Source: Walker (2014)

2.2.Children and poverty-related shame
Children ‘variously experience, transmit, mediate, intercept and respond to poverty-related
shame in complex ways (Bantebya Kyomuhendo et al., 2018, p.1).
Children absorb and respond to the emotions of their parents while simultaneously trying to
manage their own. Parents aim to protect their children from the worst excesses of poverty
while children moderate their demands, ‘learning to be poor’ (Shropshire and Middleton,
1999). Even so, the evidence is that children are negatively affected, though in different ways,
by various of the dimensions of household poverty including the emotional responses of their
parents (Tomlinson and Walker, 2009). For example, children in Britain appear to respond
badly to parents who manifest signs of psychological stress caused by poverty; they are more
likely to have low self-worth, to report an unhappy home life and to engage in risky behaviours.
They also cannot escape from the material consequences of poverty that undermine their selfesteem. As in Britain, children and especially young people living in poverty in Uganda are
often too ashamed to invite friends to their homes, places associated with misery and hardship
(Bantebya Kyomuhendo, et al., 2018). They also see that they have little chance of fulfilling
their academic and lifetime dreams and some blame their parents, especially their fathers, for
not doing enough to protect them from poverty.
Children are also prone to pressures to consume from peers and to ridicule if they exhibit signs
of poverty. The school environment is a place of mutual comparison in which identity and
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material possessions of closely intertwined, signifying acceptance or rejection, inclusion or
exclusion. Taunts, innuendo and gestures not only have to be endured but can erode a child’s
sense of agency and provoke feelings of shame and self-loathing. Children experiencing
poverty are also prone to bullying (Bradshaw et al., 2017). Anger is one response to such
pressure, sometimes a direct response to what is seen as provocation, often undirected,
sometimes focussed on parents whom they also blame for the shaming to which they are
exposed at school from both teachers and peers (Chase and Walker, 2013). Equally, they are
often aware of parental sacrifice on their behalf while their parents confront the practical and
emotional consequences of being unable adequately to care for their children due to lack of
resources. Not surprisingly, they are confused by such conflicting emotions.
Often children cope by denial, by hoping for a better future, by themselves adding to family
incomes. Children are generally inherently optimistic (Farrell, 2007). Nevertheless, there is
good evidence that poverty-related shame serves as a developmental trauma with long-term
negative consequences (Pitllas, 2016). Studies in India, Ethiopia, Peru and Vietnam find
associations between shame related to poverty and low school performance at the age of 12
that are sustained and predictive of future scores in mathematics and vocabulary even after
controlling for poverty itself (Dornan and Portela, 2015).

2.3.Shame, dignity and social protection
To recap, shame associated with poverty is internally felt but externally imposed and
reinforced by stigma; and that shame is similarly felt by children who are also variously the
recipients, loci, transmitters, mediators and interceptors of parental and adult shame.
Therefore, in evaluating child social protection through the lens of shame, the natural unit of
analysis is the family, or the primary adult care-giver and child ‘couplet’ within the context of
the community.
All social protection serves to promote, moderate or undermine recipients’ sense of dignity or
to impose stigma and feelings of shame either directly and indirectly through the framing,
structure and delivery (implementation) of benefits (Gubrium et al, 2013; Roelen, 2017). Policy
framing refers to policy goals and their political presentation; policy structure includes the
principles of eligibility, inclusion and exclusion criteria and the level of payments; while delivery
describes the mechanisms by which entitlement is assessed and benefits are paid.
Figure 3 portrays in simplified form a hierarchical model of the relationships through with social
protection programmes might promote dignity or engender shame and which also used to
structure the next chapter. The characteristics of programme delivery are shaped by
programme structures which to a varying degree reflect the framing of relevant policy debates.
In more democratic countries the policy framing echoes, at least to some extent, the views of
the community at large. More importantly, the tenor of framing influences the way the
community views, evaluates and labels both the programme and its recipients. Recipients are
similarly affected by the framing which shapes how they feel about themselves as recipients
and the nature of their relationship to others. The programme structure has a more direct
effect on recipients than on the community, determining the route of entitlement and the
degree of social inclusiveness or, alternatively, marginalisation. To the extent that the
community becomes aware of programme structure, it is likely to reinforce opinions towards
12

it. While programme delivery will usually reflect programme structure, it is through the
mechanisms of delivery – promoting recipients’ dignity or actively or inadvertently conveying
stigma - that the programme will usually have most direct impact on the material and
psychosocial welfare of recipients.

Figure 3. Model of policy influences on the well-being of child-carer ‘couplets’

While the unit of analysis is the child-primary care-giver ‘couplet’, the care-giver will typically
be most immediately affected by delivery, structure and framing. Within the constraints of the
policy, they determine how the resources dispensed by the benefit are directed towards the
targeted children. They will also decide the extent to which any procedural stigma attaching
to the programme is conveyed to the child. Both child and primary care-giver will be separately
subject to social evaluations by the community (though mostly in different settings), and these
will affect dynamics with the child care-giver ‘couplet’.
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3. THE POLICY FRAMING OF UCBS
In this and the subsequent two chapters, the potential contribution of Universal Child Benefits
(UCBs) is considered from the perspective of the three key elements of the policy process
policy framing; structure; and delivery. Together, directly and indirectly, these elements affect
the psycho-social response of families receiving cash transfers. Moreover, it is important to
emphasise the relational nature of all these elements; the experience and response of
recipients is as much a product of how transfers and recipients are viewed by others in society,
notably the policy shaping elites and the lay public, as it is about the personality and attitudes
of recipients themselves. Dignity must be promoted as much as it is earned.
Before specifically considering the framing of UCBs, it is vital to recognise the centrality of
poverty in development and welfare policies. While the stated intention of policy is almost
always to reduce or to eliminate policy, there is frequently a gap between the rhetoric and the
policy intent or, at least, between the rhetoric or what can realistically be achieved. Moreover,
there is sometimes collateral damage from rhetoric that describes poverty as a giant evil to be
eliminated or slain, namely that it fuels belief that people experiencing poverty are themselves,
in some respects, evil, anti-social and disreputable. This process of pauperisation has a long
history dating back until at least the sixteenth century CE (Himmelfarb, 1984; Michielse, 1990).

3.1.Placing poverty in the policy process
National policy is inevitably the more or less temporary outcome of competing interests that
reflects a prevailing balance of power regulated by existing policy institutions including the
executive, legislature and the judiciary, the media, historical precedent and procedure. The
infinite set from which policies that could have been selected is generally massively
constrained by the level of economic development, the policy regime comprising of existing
institutions and their normative foundations (Isakjee, 2017), and the policy culture, the way of
doing things (Zetterholm, 1994; Oorschot, et al., 2008). The process of selecting policy options
is invariably undertaken by elites working under some combination of instruction, personal
initiative, self or sectional interest and/or for the common good. To a significant but variable
extent policies selected to be implemented reflect the values of the electorate or populace and
the dominant values of the day.
Throughout recorded history, poverty has been a matter of policy concern (Walker, 2014). For
Confucius its existence was evidence of poor governance. Large scale social assistance was
operative during the ancient roman empire exemplified by the dole, the provision of grain to
the destitute. The great religions, Christianity, Islam and Hinduism, all wrote a systematic
response to poverty into their moral codes and established procedures for redistributing
resources from richer to poorer, that much later became the basis for current provision.
The liberal regimes that characterise the Anglo-Saxon world have focussed on poverty relief as
the corner stone of welfare provision, encouraging the market to supply sustenance above
basic levels. After ‘nationalising’ the church’s role in caring for ‘the poor’ in the 16 th century,
taxpayers deliberately used stigma to ration alms and to deter the ‘undeserving’ poor. The
church retained its pre-eminence in poverty relief much longer in the European social
democratic and corporatist countries allowing states to focus on social cohesion and
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egalitarianism respectively as hallmarks of their national identities. Provision for persons
socially excluded from these social structures, the very poor and the morally degenerate, were
typically reliant on highly stigmatised social assistance.
Turning to the global south, the immediate post-colonial period often saw a nominally inclusive
period of nation building with aspirations to universalism albeit with an inadequate resource
base and infrastructure (Surender, 2013). But, in many cases, these elemental structures were
dissembled during the era of the Washington Consensus, an extreme version of the AngloSaxon model that appraised market allocation above all else, preached that people would be
floated out of (absolute) poverty by economic growth, and proffered residualist social safety
nets rather than comprehensive social protection systems (Vetterlein, 2013). A coincident of
history meant that many of the countries of the former soviet empire were similarly
encouraged by this contemporaneous rhetoric to dismantle their systems of inclusive socialist
welfare and instigate residual social assistance (Wagener, 2002; Bradshaw et al., 2013).
Likewise, several Latin American countries were successfully encouraged to pursue such
policies at a time when the long-standing influence of the Catholic church was beginning to
wane (Huber and Stephens, 2012; Fleury, 2017).
Development is often presented as the flipside of poverty, the latter driving the
developmentalist welfare regimes of South East Asia to use the authority of the state to
stimulate growth and opportunity, promising individual reward and the good life as the end
product, and instigating welfare systems when growth stalled , or it was acknowledged that
poverty could not be eliminated (Oyeshola, 2007). The existence of poverty is thus indicative
of policy failure and people in poverty evidence that not everyone has taken up the
opportunities offered by growth (Jo, 2013). In China, people living in poverty went from being
political heroes to public villains within a period of 20 years (Yang and Walker, 2018; Li and
Walker, 2017). In Africa, poverty itself is often blamed for holding back development and
people in poverty are regularly characterised as being inadequate, lecherous and drunkards;
in some African languages poverty and sexual impotence are the same word (Oyeshola, 2007;
Mwiine. and Bantebya Kyomuhendo, 2015).
Recently policy-rhetoric, if not necessarily policy itself, has been driven by targets for poverty
reduction. Globally the Millennium Development Goals aimed at halving extreme poverty by
2015 while the Sustainable Development Goals aim finally to eradicate extreme poverty and
to halve poverty in all its dimensions according to national standards. In Europe, poverty is to
be reduced by 20 million between 2008 and 2020. Targets focus attention and can successfully
drive policy but they also run the risk of gaming, devising strategies that create the appearance
of success while leaving the fundamental problem largely unaddressed (Walker, 2010).
Nationally, as in the UK, targets have successfully created momentum for reform but also
engendered disappointment, recrimination and policy retreat when goals are missed (Joyce
and Sibieta, 2013; Aldridge, et al., 2015). Another danger, as in the case of China’s target for
eliminating extreme poverty by 2020, is that poverty is mis-conceptualised, for example as a
static rather than a dynamic phenomenon characterised by large flows in and out of poverty
with the consequence that the target is unlikely truly to be met.
The key message to take from this brief review of the history of policy is that a focus on povertyrelief risks being divisive. Frequently, people living beneath the poverty threshold are set
apart, stigmatised and characterised as themselves being the problem. There is evidence too
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for the dictum that services for people in poverty are poor services (Anderson et al., 2003;
Keefer and Khemani, 2004).)

3.2.Analysis of the policy problem
All anti-poverty prescriptions include presumptions about the fundamental causes of poverty.
Indeed, analysis of policy formation points to competition among policy actors to define policy
problems in causal terms and the importance of capturing elite and popular opinion on
causation when promoting policy strategies (Knoepfel, et al., 2007).
In the mid-1970s, public perceptions of the causes of poverty among Europeans varied by
regime with British voters perceiving laziness and lack of willpower to be the major cause,
Swedes believed it to be inequality, Germans and Italians ill-luck (Walker et al. 1984). By the
2000s and across 28 European countries, the picture was more complex but with the politically
challenging observation that respondents in the most economically advanced countries were
more likely to attribute poverty to individualistic reasons rather than to structural ones (Costa
and Dias, 2015). Globally, at least 20 per cent of the population in two thirds of countries
believe laziness to be a main cause of poverty; in a fifth of countries over 40 percent of people
hold to that view (Walker, 2014).
Figures of this magnitude suggest limited electoral support for anti-poverty measures in many
countries and this factor has been used to explain and justify the rapid spread of cash transfers
(CCTs) across Latin America that require a socially approved behavioural change from benefit
recipients (Fiszbein et al. 2009; Sugiyama, 2011). Similarly, Lødemel and colleagues have
documented the growth in employment-related conditionality across OECD countries since the
OECD Jobs Study (1994) (Lødemel and Moreira, 2014; Lødemel and Trickey, 2001). While it is
unlikely that many policymakers accept that poverty is caused primarily by individualistic
factors, given the overwhelming evidence that poverty is largely structural, acceptance of
conditionality implies acceptance of behavioural explanations of poverty and serves to
legitimate a discourse of blaming the victims of poverty. The political strategy adopted by the
left of centre, Labour Government in Britain during the early 2000s is a salient reminder of this
problem (Blair, 1999). Designed ‘to make welfare popular’ by targeting child poverty and
imposing work conditionality, it allowed a subsequent right of centre government to claim with
impunity that benefit recipients were ‘work-shy’ and that conditionality should be further
increased, and benefits cut (Walker 2015).
Universal Child Benefits differ fundamentally from means-tested and conditional cash transfers
targeted towards children in their definition of the policy problem. Whereas the latter aim
specifically to address poverty among children, and by implication among families and/or
child/care-giver couplets, UCBs recognise the needs and direct costs of bringing up children
which apply to all families with children. CCTs are also frequently presented as addressing
social problems couched in terms of behavioural deficits thought to be manifest among people
living in poverty. For example, Mexico’s Oportunidades and Brazil’s Bolsa Familia are designed,
like most other CCTs in Latin America to encourage school attendance and to reduce dropout
rates, Bolsa Familia, like Pantawid in the Philippines, seeks also to achieve improvements in
child health predicated on the failure of low-income parents to have children inoculated. While
the precise causal models differ in emphasis, some responding to perceived symptoms of
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parental neglect by offering financial incentives and others seeking to compensate for the
compliance costs of socially-approved behaviour, they are all based on a deficit model of
parenting by people in poverty. This being so, they cannot fail to some degree to be divisive
and stigmatising, conveying the sociologically inaccurate message that ‘poor people are poor
parents’ (Scott, et al., 2014).
To the extent that children are seen as a social good (as they are by most people although
support for child benefits may be less among those who have chosen not to have children
[Oorshot et al., 2017]), UCBs represent, and can be presented politically as proactive, positive
policies rather than remedial ones (see ‘language of discourse’ below). UCBs achieve an
important form of horizontal redistribution to households with additional costs and, of course,
by being of value the middle-class families are likely to attract articulate and politically powerful
support. From a life-course perspective, UCBs redistribute person’s income to a time of life
when extra income is needed because they have children (Hills, 2015). Moreover, by directing
resources to the next generation, they also offer a demonstrable statement of
intergenerational solidarity at a time when younger generations in the developed world may
be worse off than were their parents at corresponding points in the life-course (Rahman and
Tomlinson, 2018). In addition, UCBs show that society places a value on children and, arguably,
not just as an investment but also in their own right; generous benefits indicate a high value
but, equally a small benefit might signal that children are undervalued.
As discussed in the next section, UCBs can be used to tackle other problems such as low birthrates, social anomie, work disincentives and, like CCTs and means-tested benefits, child
poverty. However, their core rationale is to make a societal contribution to the costs of childraising?. As such, UCBs are integrative, recognising - and thereby according status to - children
and care-givers, including those in poverty who often live lives devoid of positive recognition.
Within the child-caregiver couplet, adults will have the ability to spend more, typically with
much of the addition being directed towards children (Koorman, 2000, Blow, 2010), while
children, when old enough to have become aware, will lay claim to a portion of these extra
resources and feel justified by the state’s concern to do so (Middleton et al., 1994).
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3.3.Policy objectives
Given the different formulation of the policy problem, it is not surprising that the policy
objectives of UCBs, CCTs and means-tested programmes are also different. Table 1 lists the
policy objectives, differentiated by primary and ancillary objectives. Primary objectives;
provide sufficient cause to establish a benefit scheme where none existed. Ancillary objectives
include responses to inadequacies of existing provision (iatrogenic objectives), strategies to
maximise effectiveness in attaining primary objectives, and pragmatic or Machiavellian devices
to appease different interest groups or to meet exogenous policy goals. UCBs are
characterised by a limited set of primary objectives and a larger number of secondary ones.
Logically, the principal, primary objective of UCBs is to contribute to meeting the costs of all
children. However, the political reality may be different and include poverty alleviation which
may, in turn, engender the further objective of maximising coverage and the presumption that
universal benefits are less stigmatising and easier to access. Like means-tested child benefits
and CCTs, tackling child poverty may simultaneously entail, or require, the alleviation of
household poverty since most children in poverty reside in a family home. It is instructive that
in South Africa both Child Support Grants (CSG) and Older Persons’ Grant have resulted in
reductions in household poverty, and that children have benefitted from the Older Persons’
Grant due to sharing of income within multigenerational families. The CSG has also been
shown to have a positive impact on school attendance, child health and adolescent risky
behaviour, thereby generating positive developmental outcomes beyond simply reducing
poverty (UNICEF, 2012).
Similar benefits are likely to accrue through increased family incomes irrespective of how these
are delivered. However, because South Africa’s CSG is means-tested, reaching 50 per cent of
all children but 85 per cent of those in poverty, it is possible to claim that it is more progressive
than UCBs, compensating for the multiple disadvantages that arise from living in poor
households, and thereby serving as a form of positive discrimination (Westphal, 2016). With a
given expenditure, means-tested provision can support larger payments per recipient than
UCBs. Similar arguments are made in support of CCTs which may prioritise human capital
development objectives, through targeting education and health interventions ahead of, or at
least, alongside poverty reduction. CCTs may also explicitly seek to counter the perpetuation
of intergeneration poverty through their focus on human capital and by their bid to improve
parenting behaviour by means of conditionality.
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Table 1 Objectives of child benefits
Objectives
Primary
Principal

UCBs
•

Contribute to meeting
the costs of children

Means tested
•

Address child
poverty

CCTs
•
•
•

Ancillary

•

Address
family/household
poverty

•
•

Secondary and Iatrogenic
Principal
•
Achieve horizontal and
life course redistribution
•
Empower women
•
Pursue SDGs
•
Ensure high take-up
•
Minimise work
disincentives
•
Promote human rights
•
Build social cohesion and
intergenerational
solidarity
•
Reduce child labour
•
Increase birth-rate
•
Target income to
children
•
Invest in children
•
Enhance income stability
and reduce financial
stress
•
Kickstart trust in state
•
Enhance social cohesion
•
Promote dignity
•
Administrative efficiency
•
Supporting mothers
(where individual
taxation)

•
•
•

•
•

Address
family/household
poverty
Positive
discrimination
(to compensate
for multiple
disadvantage)

Ensure
progressivity
Pursue SDGs
Build political
support/reduce
opposition to
antipoverty
programmes
Minimise
expenditure
Ration to
deserving

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Build human capital
(education)
Enhance child health of poor
Provide immediate relief
from poverty
Long-term poverty reduction
Address family/household
poverty
Positive discrimination (to
compensate for multiple
disadvantage
End chronic/ cycle of poverty
Improve parenting
Build financial capital and
enterprise
Empower women
Pursue SDGs
Build political support/reduce
opposition to antipoverty
programmes
Reduce child labour
Stimulate demand for
increased service provision
Electoral advantage

Turning to the secondary objectives of means-tested benefits these include minimizing
expenditures by rationing to the neediest. In context, this can provide a viable strategy for
winning political support to aid at least the children of families in poverty in the same way that
conditionality was used by reformist governments in Latin America. As already noted however,
such an approach accepts and reinforces attitudes prejudicial to people in poverty. It risks
adding to stigma by forcing applicants to prove that they are deserving – the implicit
assumption being that they are not, presumed guilty until proved otherwise. Then, even when
proven deserving, the desire to minimise expenditure can result in inadequate benefits that
may even be considered insulting as was the case when Dibao, the Chinese social assistance
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system, was first implemented in villages in Shanxi province with benefits fixed at just one fifth
of the rural poverty line (Yang and Walker, 2019; Economist, 2015). Moreover, while affluence
testing (means-testing with a high-income threshold) may avoid further stigmatising people in
poverty, it remains potentially socially divisive, disconnecting rich families from the interests
of the wider community. In the interests of social cohesion, it is preferable to tax rich parents
according to their greater ability to pay rather than to deny them benefit that acknowledges
the needs of children.
UCBs share a few of their many secondary objectives with both CCTs and means-tested
schemes. These include the fulfilment of SDG 1.3 regarding provision of a social protection
floor, targeting cash toward children and, depending on who is chosen to receive the payment
on behalf of the target child, the empowerment of women. In this third objective, empowering
women, UCBs offer the advantage that they do not burden women with the possibility of being
stigmatised when claiming the benefit or being subject to the humiliation of sanctioning should
they be unable to fulfil the conditionality. (This is not to deny that women can still bear a
disproportionate share of caring responsibilities if appropriate services are not in place.)
As a means of fulfilling SDG 1.3 in the context of human rights, UCBs seem more consistent
with children’s unconditional right to social protection which speaks to universality (Orton,
2018). (Some have argued that CCTs are in fact an infringement of human rights [Künnemann
and Leonhard, 2008; Carmona, 2009].) Moreover, there are a host of secondary objectives
that have been proposed for UCBs that operate to reinforce rights: promoting dignity through
recognition and avoiding stigma, integrating cohesive strategies include rather than
differentiate people in poverty; and kick-starting trust in the state. In addition, at a time when
birth-rates in some countries are below replacement rates, helping all sections of society with
the cost of children may be both inclusive and incentivise having children. UCBs may also be
viewed as providing basic income guarantee for children and their families to which other
income can be added. This contrasts with means-tested benefits which are reduced with
increments of income creating work disincentives and poverty traps. UCBs are also more clear
response to the fact that wages, fixed in relation to the productivity of labour cannot be
expected to take account of family size (Bennett, 2013). Sometimes it is suggested that UCBs
serve to meet the indirect as well as the direct costs of children including, for example, unpaid
childcare ones. This is evident in the structure of Child Benefit in the UK which pays a higher
amount for the first than for subsequent children reflecting reduced labour market
engagement. However, it is preferable to respond to the costs of childcare separately based
on different principles (Bennett, 2018).
Reflecting on these objectives through the lens of shame and dignity, it is difficult not conclude
that, of the three forms of provision under consideration, UCBs are most consistent with the
UN Guiding Principles on Extreme Poverty. These assert that ‘persons living in poverty have a
right to be protected from the negative stigma’ and to be ‘recognized and treated as free and
autonomous agents’. Of course, relativities aside, the extent to which individual UCBs succeed
in these goals is conditional of the broader policy environment and pattern of welfare
provision.
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3.4.Language of discourse
As rhetorics makes clear, language shapes both the thinking that defines problems and
determines policy, and the response to that policy (Bazerman, 2013; Myles, 2010). People
experiencing poverty frequently report that they find political and public discussion on poverty
degrading and dehumanising, symbolic violence.
It is already apparent that the diagnosis of the problem that underpins conditionality is either
that people in poverty make bad decisions that need to be rectified and the presumption is
that people need to be forced to change their ways. Such thinking precludes the possibility
that changing people’s circumstance, increasing their incomes for example, might lead to a
change in behaviour which research evidence suggests can be the case (Baird et al., 2013; Pega,
2017). It even rejects scope for education, and thereby informed choice, relying instead on
coercion that constrains freedoms and denies people the autonomy that human rights
demand.
The message of means-testing is that society is only prepared to help with the costs of child
raising if persons are in poverty and, therefore, that to receive help, poverty needs to be
demonstrated. The means-test is not only necessarily divisive, creating two groups only one
of which is entitled to claim benefits, but also inherently confusing. It is self-evident that all
parents would welcome additional income to help support their children, but one group is
denied it which is likely to create bewilderment but also envy and claims of unfairness
(Devereux, et al. 2017). There is evidence, for example, that non-recipients of benefits
consistently exaggerate the incomes of recipients and the levels of benefits in payment
(Baumberg Geiger, 2018). Furthermore, given the prevalence of the view that poverty is selfinflicted, it is almost inevitable that idea will be promulgated that government is unprepared
to help people who try to help themselves, a discourse that brings both recipients and
government into disrepute.
Recipients of means-tested benefits are themselves not only required to admit to their poverty
(a public – or semi-public – confession of failure depending on how the means test is
administered), but also to prove it. Given that the honest applicant knows that they are poor,
that is after all the reason why they applied, the process of proving it is demeaning and conveys
the message that they are untrustworthy. Moreover, the fact that eligibility criteria are often
complex and self-perceptions of poverty may not equate with threshold for receipt, means
that applicants confront uncertainty and the risk of further humiliation if their applications are
rejected. It is not surprising, therefore, that means-tested benefits are generally characterised
by lower take-up than universal ones.
While the model presented in Figure 2 allows for people receiving benefits and those living in
poverty to have some influence on social values, their influence is small. When the numbers
live in poverty are large, they can, in a democracy, attract the interest of politicians but the
evidence is that their influence does not prevail much after election time and can backfire with
policies intended to assist them being designed without much understanding of their
circumstances (Alcázar, 2010; Pellissery and Mathew, 2013).
UCBs are likely to attract a much more positive discourse. Indeed, advocates would set out to
establish and promote such a discourse as a means of building political support. Their message
could be that government is prepared to assist all families with children recognising that
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children are not only the nation’s future but human beings in their own right, who are both
more at risk of poverty than adults and suffer longer-lasting consequences. The application
process would be straightforward – and could be automatic – and the benefits to society would
be substantial. The reality might differ from the discourse. People without children are prone
to argue that having a family is matter of individual choice and that people know the costs
involved when they make their decision (Hoyle, A., and Sibary, 2012). The application process
might not be straightforward or without stigma especially in societies lacking trust where a
concern about ‘phantom children’ ‘invented’ for the purposes of claiming benefits takes hold.
There is scope for telling variation in the naming of beneficiaries of the types of different
programmes. This a concern to be addressed at national level for terms such as beneficiary,
recipient and claimant often do not translate well as anyone working for the ILO or
International Social Security Association is only too aware. However, eligibility for UCBs is
dependent only on the existence of a child such that applicants can knowingly claim their right
to the benefit. However, with means-tested benefits and CCTs, when the outcome of the
conditionality cannot be known in advance, uncertainly is always present in the application
process; people are dependent on decisions made by others. Hence, an applicant cannot claim
a right and therefore they cannot logically be called, for example, claimants. Instead, they find
themselves in a dependency relationship, albeit one framed through government regulation.
Finally, at a more technical level, there is potential confusion in the ‘universal’ appendage to
child benefit in UCBs. Rhetorically, the word ‘universal’ is positive, all embracing, not
exclusionary. It is a word that is often used to engender widespread support. It this context
universal could be used to denote a benefit available to all children which might embrace a mix
of schemes including some based on means-testing or conditionality. Alternative usage, as
adopted in this report, is to take universal to mean non-means-tested, available to all
irrespective of income and not dependent of behavioural conditionality. This usage envisages
situations where not all children receive benefit for example, where a scheme is limited to
children of a particular age-range but where no means-test or conditionality is applied. It
needs to be acknowledged that this usage is a specialist one and is likely to cause public
confusion and possibly social division if used in the name for a policy.
To summarise, UCBs, means-tested benefits and CCTs are framed very differently. In
considering the implications of this, it is salient to remember that dignity and shame are both
relational concepts, felt by individuals but promoted or imposed by the dominant values of
society. The conception of the policy problem that predicates CCTs as the solution is one that
focuses on the deficiencies of people living in poverty. Means-testing similarly treats people
in poverty as needing help and, in some sense therefore, as being incapable. They use, reflect
and engender a discourse that separates poor and non-poor and which promotes a culture of
blame, discrimination and exclusion. Justified as a means of building political support to tackle
poverty, these approaches serve to reinforce and legitimate divisions within society based on
ignorance and self-interest and which serve to increase the stigma of poverty with all its
negative consequences.
UCBs stand in opposition to this policy discourse. They are characterised by inclusivity and
recognition and by respect for children and their carers. As such, they challenge the tenor of
prevailing debate to define a path that should enhance social solidarity and reduce stigma.
Equally, it has to be recognised, as demonstrated above, that contempt for people in poverty
is widespread in many societies. Therefore, the rhetoric of self-interest, of support for all
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children irrespective of income, may initially be politically more persuasive than a discourse of
inclusion.
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4. POLICY STRUCTURE
Given that well designed polices should reflect the political framing, the arguments already
rehearsed apply also to those aspects of the policy design that concretise the rhetoric. But
there is not always a one to one relationship and other aspects of design can mediate a policy’s
propensity to stigmatise.

4.1.Routes to entitlement
Clearly much has been already said about the differences between need, conditionality and
citizenship as routes to entitlement to cash and other supports and as conveyers of dignity or
shame. Need demands a semi-public confession of failure; conditionality requires behavioural
change under threat of sanction; and citizenship, for those accepted as citizens, represents an
expression of rights (albeit this may not always be apparent if the application process is unduly
bureaucratic).
However, multi-tiered systems of child support that include contributory as well as noncontributory benefits introduce a fourth route to entitlement. Contributory schemes require
membership of a scheme and typically the payment of a minimal level of contributions before
benefits can be accessed. Typically, workers in the informal employment sector have limited
if any access to contributory schemes. Moreover, membership is usually not fully inclusive
even for formal employees but favours those with higher status, better skills, greater seniority,
and/or higher income, all of which tends disproportionately in exclude women, young people
and those with disabilities. Hence, for example, when Argentina introduced the Universal Child
Allowance in 2009 to complement the existing contributory family allowance, it brought into
coverage children of unemployed, informal and domestic workers as well as children of some
groups of self-employed workers who had all been previously excluded. Claiming contributory
benefits, setting aside the nature of the contingency that precipitates access, is usually a
positive action, being an affirmation of membership and of the status that that confers as well
as being a right of purchase, prior contributions being the purchase price. Equally, those who
are unable to achieve membership may both be envious of those who can enjoy the associated
benefits and feel stigmatised because they cannot do so. Contributory benefits have also
generally proved less vulnerable to cuts during periods of austerity and comparatively immune
to additional conditionality (Cantillon et al., 2017) (although Britain offers a counterargument
[Griggs et al., 2014]).
Where universality is achieved through multi-tiering of schemes, there is a risk of social divisions

being created among recipients related to the different routes of entitlement and that the
reputation of the entire system of provision becomes tarnished by the most stigmatising
component – the process of pauperisation (Walker and Chase, 2013).
The nature of the conditionality imposed has implications for dignity. The work conditionality
required of, for example, recipients of South Korea’s main social assistance scheme, menial
unpaid work marked publicly by uniforms, is considered by them to be demeaning (Jo and
Walker, 2013). Similarly, requirements for people to engage in full time job-search, even in
slack labour markets, are considered to be futile and, thus, similarly demeaning and
disrespectful, the complaint being that people in poverty are presumed to have nothing better
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to do with their time (Gubrium, and Lødemel, 2013). Reports that participants approve of
conditionality and take pride in fulfilling the conditions also need to be treated with care. Pride
may come simply from participation in activities previously denied to people because of lack
of income. It may also be a form of false-consciousness; having absorbed stereotypical views
that people in poverty are lazy, they can at least demonstrate that they at least are not (Walker,
2014).
Conditionality required by mainstream CCTs, for example, school attendance and health
checks and inoculations, are inherently positive but, under certain conditions, can still be
stigmatising. If facilities are far away, travel times and/or costs may be prohibitive. Schemes,
such as, Programa de Asignaciones Familiares (PRAF, Honduras) and Food for Education (FFE,
Bangladesh), which intended to provoke increased supply of facilities by stimulating demand,
risk exploiting recipients who necessarily experience inadequate provision for which they may
even have to compete (Reimers, et al., 2006). There are reports too, of degrading treatment
by health staff (Allen, et al, 2014).
The fact that UCBs do not impose conditionality means that these kinds of problems are
avoided. They also lend themselves more readily to payment through the income tax-system
as a reduction in tax or as a refundable tax credit. This generally avoids the stigma associated
with means-testing but requires a comprehensive and effective tax administration to be in
place. The tax system generally also needs to be flexible to pay benefits more frequently than
the tax year although, in the United States, most people choose to neglect the option to claim
Earned Income Tax Credit monthly and instead receive it annually.

4.2.Coverage and targeting
There is often a marked difference between intended and actual coverage of welfare schemes
(Walker, 2005). The difference is in part explained by issues to do with stigma and shame
preventing take-up, but the difference itself can engender feelings of shame and hostility.
Debates in the comparative literature and between policy makers frequently have to do with
the coverage achieved by universal and selective approaches to targeting and the differential
in unit costs (Gugushvili and Hirsch, 2014). Per capita administrative costs are typically larger
for selective benefits, but the total project spend can be lower because fewer people are
reached. The truly contentious question is whether universal or selective benefits are best
able to reach the most deprived populations.
However, a prior question concerning coverage affects all benefits for children: namely, when
is a child a child, and when might they benefit most from additional resources. The bio-medical
and developmental literature points to the first few months of life extending to the first two
years when nurturing and nutrition are particularly important (Fernald et al.,2008; Komro et
al., 2016). This also coincides with the period that people find it hardest to maintain
employment although, as noted above, this problem may be better solved through policies
such as paid parental leave and childcare support rather than a generic child benefit. Equally,
though, education research points to the importance of early schooling (Burnett and Farkas,
2009; Morrissey et al., 2014; Chowdry and McBride, 2017), and the sociological literature to
adolescence and then the transition to adulthood (Smith and Ashiabi, 2007; Elstad, J. and
Bakken, 2015). The experience in South Africa is not atypical in that Child Grants where
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introduced in 1997/8 for children below the age of seven and then gradually extended up to
the age of 17 in 2012 with increases in the means-tested threshold from 2010. In Europe,
there are increasing debates about whether benefits should take families through to university
and even beyond as children find it increasingly hard to acquire independent housing. Equally,
in Austria, Germany and Hungary there have been moves to limit coverage of young people on
vocational training and in higher education.
From the perspective of shame and dignity, the recipients of shame change from parent to
child over the period of childhood and into adulthood; parents first confront the shame of
being unable to provide, then children experience ridicule at school and finally, unable to afford
to set up home, they live as adult dependents with their parents. Benefits delivered without
stigma and with the minimal hassle would clearly help to promote dignity across all stages of
childhood.
The further challenges of targeting based on needs relate to the difficulties of establishing need
which is very frequently done by fixing an arbitrary needs threshold expressed in terms of
income and then seeking to assess the income of applicants. Reaching the most severely
disadvantaged and for them to be able to supply meaningful evidence presents often
unsurmountable difficulties (Dutrey, 2007). Moreover, the less formal and developed the
economy and the more rural the setting, the more difficulty it is to assess income and for
people to provide adequate supportive evidence. In such circumstances, one of two strategies
are available. The first is to limit coverage to a demographic group thought to be particularly
at risk of poverty such as Kenya’s Cash Transfer for Orphans and Vulnerable Children (CT-OVC)
which necessarily denies benefit to poor children who are not orphaned (Gelders, 2018). The
second more sophisticated strategy follows the example set by Chile's Ficha CAS system which
is to use combinations of household characteristics as proxy means-tests substituting for
indicators of income (Grosh et al., 1995).
Unfortunately, there is evidence that proxies are inherently inefficient since they are based on
point of time estimates derived from surveys that are not representative of those with the
lowest incomes (Kidd and Wylde, 2011; Nguyen and Lo, 2016). The result is significant errors
of inclusion and exclusion and very limited forms of redress leading to uncertainty, jealousies,
resentment, guilt and shame (Gallardo, 2008; Huber et al., 2009). In some cases, Mexico,
Nicaragua and Indonesia serve as examples, violence has broken out between beneficiaries
and non-beneficiaries unable to determine why one group is favoured over the other (Adato
and Roopnaraine, 2004; Hannigan, 2011).
An alternative approach is heavy reliance on community assessments, validation or
endorsement. This entails limited regard for individual privacy and exposes individuals to
public scrutiny and shaming, while also providing local gatekeepers with scope for extortion
and corruption. However, the shame of public exposure is not felt deeply in all contexts. In
China, the evidence about the consequences of posting the names of applicants for Dibao and
soliciting comments from members of the public as to their suitability and the sources of their
income is mixed. In some places the procedure is considered legitimate, in others intrusive;
those being scrutinised are typically less content than those doing the scrutinising (Yan, 2014;
Zhou, 2012; Yang and Walker, 2019). In both India and rural China, the mis-targeting of benefit
is so prevalent that it has resulted in the situation of negative stigma in that benefit receipt
signifies high status, good connections and influence within the local community rather than
poverty (Pellissery and Mathews, 2013; Li and Walker, 2017). The process is nevertheless still
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divisive. Eligible non-recipients experience a double jeopardy. Not only do they remain poor
and suffer poverty’s indignities having missed out on the help that was needed and which
should have been theirs, they suffer the indignity of rejection and the knowledge that they
have no influence within their community.
A third approach to the dilemma of identifying need is area-based targeting as practiced in
Mexico’s large scale CCT Oportunidades and Argentina’s (now defunct) Programa Familias.
(Fiszbein et al., 2009). This can take the form of providing universal benefits within a local area
identified as being particularly needy or restricting means-testing to such chosen areas. While
the former method brings some of the advantages of universality, the danger is that entire
area becomes stigmatised including all residents.
The challenges of targeting are at their worst when the income distribution has a long tail such
that very large number of people are poor or very close to the poverty line (Ellis, 2012). In such
circumstances, targeting errors are likely to be large, while the additional costs of universality
may not be very great because so many people are eligible for assistance or close to it.
Moreover, in countries such as Malawi, Zambia and Ethiopia, it becomes impossible to provide
benefits that lift people up to the minimum threshold without shifting them from the bottom
to the sixth decile, thereby merely ‘shuffling’ the relative income position of people in poverty.
Furthermore, it is possible that ineligible households will actually be pushed into material
poverty by the increased expenditure power of recipients which can trigger local inflation. In
the Philippines, the Pantawid Pamilya Pilipino Program, delivered significant nutrition related
outcomes to children but at the cost of falling standards among non-recipient children (Filmer,
et al., 2018). To the extent that this process is realised, it cannot but create further divisions
within communities,
In addition to these major targeting challenges, CCTs confront further issues arising from
conditionality. It is likely that the most severely disadvantaged will find most difficulty in
fulfilling the conditionality while being in most financial need. When any degree of discretion
is permitted, the warm-hearted official will be tempted to overlook the difficulties of
compliance and enrol the individual. The applicant will be in a similarly invidious position of
wanting to accept the cash while fearing the consequences. Both official and applicant and
will be forced into double-think, hoping against the known odds that circumstances will change
to facilitate compliance. The risk of sanction, in such circumstances is high and when this
occurs – depending on the nature of the sanction – a person with particularly severe needs will
be excluded from the system. Indeed, it is arguable that sanctioning will always hurt the worst
off most.
Moreover, the above scenario, when the risk of sanctioning was clearly foreseen, may be
unusual. The lives of people in poverty are characterised by uncertainty and events that prove
catastrophic because they have no financial or other cushioning. Predicting who will or will
not be able to fulfil conditioning is therefore extremely difficult. More challenging still is to
determine whether the reason given for failing to fulfil the conditionality is legitimate and
thereby sufficient for them to escape sanction. On paper, such decisions appear quasi-judicial;
in reality, with partial knowledge and insufficient administrative resources, they become
arbitrary. The pragmatic, and common, response to these difficulties is to soften the
conditionality or the sanctioning or both. What remains is the stigma, the public’s belief that
conditionality is required to ensure that people in poverty do the right thing.
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The above complexity, with its invidious personal and social implications, is largely avoided
with UCBs. Information requirements and validation checks are much reduced and less
intrusive. There needs to be evidence that the child exists, information about their age (if the
size of payment is age related), and proof as to who is the main carer. This basic information
can prove challenging to assemble in multigenerational extended families where
circumstances are changing rapid. However, the challenges are minor compared with the
difficulties of means-testing and can be further reduced by effective systems of birth
registration. UCBs also reduce, although not eliminate (see section below), the problem of
income shuffling and the associated likelihood of social discontent. Furthermore, UCBs are
robust to individual income fluctuations and changes in circumstances; the former do not
matter since benefits are not income-related while, with respect to the latter, only death, a
change in the main carer and the age of the child (which should always be known) affect
eligibility.
The challenge of reaching the most disadvantaged families will always be considerable
irrespective of the type of benefit. But while achieving substantive rather than merely nominal
universality is inevitably costly, the expense is likely to be much less than that entailed in
means-testing. Finally, there is no stigma attached to receiving payments that everyone
receives. It should be remembered, though, that the most disadvantaged families will often
for many years have been excluded and denigrated for being different, if not inferior.
Consequently, it may take time for the beneficial effects of universality and equal treatment to
be understood and appreciated. An important secondary goal of UCBs is to build social
cohesion and this is reflected in its basic structure: a benefit for all children irrespective of their
circumstances.
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4.3.Locus of control
While children are the nominal beneficiaries of child benefits, they are invariably paid to
parents or designated carers. This, of course, reflects the dependency status accorded to
childhood even though this sometimes, as in the case of children living on the streets and,
more debatably, children as significant wage earners, belies the reality. It also masks issues of
the true policy intent. As already noted, the policy emphasis given to tackling child poverty in
Britain around the turn of the current century was as much about building public support for
an assault on adult poverty as it was a focus on children. Furthermore, many CCTs and
universal cash transfers recently implemented in the developing world have sought to
empower women whose freedoms have long been constrained by patriarchal social structures.
Cash transfers tend towards multiple, often competing objectives.
4.3.1. Children as recipients
These reservations aside, the evidence points to the fact that labelling a benefit as being for
children means that they benefit disproportionately from the cash addition (Lundberg et al.,
1997; Koorman, 2000; Handa et al., 2016). Certainly, resources leak into the wider family who
share in the possibility of higher consumption which, in any case, can be a secondary objective:
to tackle household poverty and/or to empower women. Mothers in Britain, for example, have
repeatedly reported as going without food and other ‘essentials’ in order to provide for their
children (Branthwaite et al., 1995; Millar, J. and Ridge, 2009). They also report putting Child
Benefit aside for school clothing, school trips, holidays and outings that the family could enjoy
together (Walker et al., 1994a). While some mothers admit spending part of the benefit on
themselves, for example on hairdressing, they tend to legitimate this with respect to their
children suggesting, for example, that feeling good about themselves gives them confidence
to be better mothers. Other research on the UK Child Benefit has also found parents spending
money on adult goods (Blow et al., 2010). However, further analysis revealed that the parents
only spent disproportionately on themselves from unanticipated increases in Child Benefit,
using other income altruistically to ensure that their children were protected against external
shocks.
Findings from the developing world also point to parents prioritising spending on children. For
example, the evaluation of Zambia’s child grant found the strongest impacts to be in the areas
of children’s material wellbeing, food security, consumption and asset accumulation (Handa et
al., 2016). There were also positive impacts on those behaviours typically targeted by CCTs
such as children’s schooling, health, nutrition, and use of health care, but these were weaker
and dependent on initial conditions including availability of provision and maternal education.
The important point of distinction here is that UCBs afford recipient’s choice as to how to use
the additional money. They allow people to ‘think, choose, act, and respond’, as Amartya Sen
(1992, p.1) noted when suggesting the use of ‘self-selective targeting’, exploiting local
knowledge when doing so. The evidence points to this results in a wider range of positive
outcomes than those focussed on by CCTs but perhaps at the cost of not achieving as much
impact with respect to targets favoured by policymakers. The relative gain in autonomy, selfdetermination and accomplishment is itself valuable from the perspective of dignity.
Children, although the intended ultimate beneficiaries, are not themselves expected to be ‘free
and autonomous’ with respect to use to which ‘their’ benefit is put. Moreover, differences in
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cultures, parenting styles and, of course, material circumstances are going to shape their action
space in this regard. Children, though, are strategic and know about the festivals that cultures
create to furnish some of their needs. They are also under pressure from peers to exploit such
opportunities whenever they can. Evidence from Britain indicates that children know when
Child Benefit and other sources of income are due, plan their negotiating strategies with
parents well in advance, and report considerable success citing examples (Walker et al.,
1994b). However, parents similarly report counterstrategies such as purchasing food in small
quantities so that it does not all get eaten in advance (Dobson et al., 1995). Parenting is
exceedingly stressful for parents who can never afford to say ‘yes’ to a child who refuses to
take ‘no’ for an answer. If child benefits enable parents occasionally to relent and say yes to
their children, this is likely to add substantially to the felt wellbeing of all parties.
4.3.2. Women as the payee
There is some debate about whether the choice of payee is critical to the design of child
benefits or whether it is simply a matter to be left for implementation. One motivation is the
desire that children should personally benefit from the additional income. Therefore, benefits
are paid to the primary care-giver (generally assumed to be the mother) as a reliable conduit.
In some jurisdictions these assumptions would be contested. In Britain, Child Benefit is
currently paid to the mother unless she decides otherwise. However, equality legislation now
precludes this option for new schemes which would require parents (or a child’s legal
guardians) to decide on the primary care-giver (Bennett, 2009).
There are also issues that arise in the event of parents separating. While, in all EU countries,
mothers automatically have parental responsibility for their children as do married fathers, the
rules vary for unmarried fathers as do those relating to custody on separation. The way that
the welfare system interacts with parental responsibility is also unique to countries. In the UK,
for example, Child Benefit can only be paid to one person irrespective of the proportion of care
provided by each parent. Universal can be interpreted to mean that a child benefit is payable
irrespective of either family structure or labour market status. In the case, of universal
schemes, the logical proposition would be for the UCBs to follow the child in the event of
separation.
The presumption that children receive a larger proportion of child benefits if administered via
mothers is consistent with traditional roles and the gender division of labour but has not, as
far as is known, been tested empirically. Moreover, it could be argued that predetermining
the payee to be the mother confirms them in their traditional role of primary carer. There is
some evidence of this happening in Latin America (Cecchini and Madariaga, 2011).
Ironically, it is the desire to challenge entrenched gender roles and to empower women that
the choice of payee has become a central issue in the design of cash transfer schemes. There
is, though, considerable debate about how far gender empowerment has been achieved
through the mechanism of cash benefits paid to women (Bold, 2013; Jenson and Nagels, 2018).
There is evidence of reproducible positive effects on the social status of women (ILO, 2010)
and strong support for payments to women albeit driven in Argentina, for example, by an
attachment to traditional gender roles and concern about the impact of relationship
breakdown (Rabinovich, and Diepeveen, 2015). Equally, others have argued that the initial
aspirations for gender equality in the first CCT in Mexico were lost as, under the influence of
the World Bank, the emphasis shifted towards a standardised model focused on social
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investment. This model was underpinned by the twin beliefs that women are natural carers
and that men are irresponsible and selfish which justified targeting women and excluding men.
(Jenson and Nagels, 2018). The result was a failure across much of Latin America to shift gender
norms and to move towards increased equality while simultaneously burdening women with
new responsibilities connected to conditionality.
A similar, though more nuanced, picture emerges from an evaluation of Zambia’s Child Grant
Program which is universal (within targeted areas) and imposes no joint responsibilities
(Bonilla, J. et al. 2017). This reveals that while gender roles remained entrenched, women
were generally able to retain control of the grant using it for household investment and saving
for emergencies. Respondents confirmed a perceived increase in household well-being and
some increase in joint decision-making although this only amounted to 34 per cent of the
sample increasing joint responsibility in one of five decision-making domains. While
fundamental social change is difficult to achieve, the Zambian programme did reduce poverty,
improve food consumption and security, increase investment in productive activities and result
in improved school enrolment.
It would seem, therefore, that while cash transfers to children have generally reached and
benefited them, reducing poverty, they have been less successful in attaining a secondary
objective of empowering woman. The former is likely to have enhanced dignity while the latter
will not. It is notable too how little attention has been given to the more collective approaches
child care through the extended family and the implications that this might have for felt wellbeing. The comparison between UCBs and means-tested and conditional ones once again
juxtaposes parental choice and child agency against prescription, control and conditionality.
As a principle, locating choice and autonomy as close as possible to the child as the principal
beneficiary is likely to maximise dignity and minimise shame.

4.4.Adequacy of benefits
The ILO has issued guidelines on the adequacy of social protection while recognising that
setting standards is the prerogative of nations states that necessarily have to take ‘account of
the needs of the population as well as the capacity to finance and deliver the benefits and
services’ (SP&HR, 2018). From a human rights perspective:
This implies that, at a minimum, benefit levels should ensure effective access to
essential goods and services, defined as necessary at the national level. Taken
together, cash and in-kind benefits should at a minimum secure protection
against poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion and enable a life in health and
dignity. (SP&HR, 2018)

There is guidance, too, on social protection for children which has been interpreted to mean
that provision ‘can be considered adequate when benefits are fixed at a level that is sufficient
to ensure access to nutrition, education, care and other necessary goods and services’ (SP&HR,
2018).
Linking adequacy to a countries financial capacity is inevitable though challenging given the
antipathy to tackling poverty among voters in many countries noted above. The ILO has
demonstrated that virtually all societies are able, or within reach of being able, to implement
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a basic social protection floor but this has yet to happen (Ortiz et al., 2017). Equally
understandable, but likewise problematic, is the pivotal importance given to sufficiency in the
guidance without providing a satisfactory definition. ‘Sufficiency’ might for some
commentators mean setting benefit at levels that ensure mere survival. But then again it could
mean paying regard to socially determined needs which would be more consistent with the
explicit reference in the guidance to living with dignity. It is also not self-evident whether the
same adequacy criteria should apply to safety net schemes and those that contribute,
symbolically or more substantially, to the costs of childrearing.
Not surprisingly, therefore, the level at which benefits are pitched varies markedly even within
Europe (Figure 4). In 2012, UCBs for a family with two children on the minimum wage in
Germany and Austria were twice those in Denmark or Finland, while those in Luxembourg were
three times larger. Moreover, the total package of benefits for children in Ireland was more
than twice that in Belgium or The Netherlands. In Austria, Belgium, Germany, Hungary and
Luxembourg, UCBs for the same model family amounted to about a fifth of the poverty line
whereas in most other European countries they constituted no more than 10 per cent
(Bradshaw, 2018).

Figure 4. Child benefit package for a couple plus two children on the minimum wage in January 2012 (euros PPP
per annum)

Source: Bradshaw (2018)

Within Africa, from a much lower base, there is much less evident variation in payment levels
but again no consistent connection between benefit levels and estimates of the cost of
children. Only the Seychelles and South Africa make payments commensurate with the
$1.25/day poverty line, while Morocco, Namibia, Mauritius and Mozambique might argue that,
given children’s needs may be less than those of adults, the grants in payment could be in line
with such a standard. In the case of Mozambique, the means-tested grant which has very tight
eligibility criteria that largely target HIV/AIDs affected families, is for food and is based on the
cost of a minimal basket. More often, though, the main determinants of benefit levels are
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financial capacity and, reflecting the contributory nature of child benefits in many African
countries, equity and labour market considerations. Therefore, varying payments according to
a child’s age and needs is rare (Mauritius is an exception) and, indeed, in several countries
benefit is restricted to a prescribed number of children. In those countries where child benefits
are means-tested, worry about income shuffling may well outweigh concern with adequacy
(Ellis, 2012). Formal procedures for increasing benefits in-line with inflation are notable for
their absence although this is automatic in the few countries where insurance benefits are
linked to wage levels. South Africa stands out for the scope and generosity of its provision.
But the extension of coverage to all children occurred when fiscal space was growing, and now,
in a tighter economic environment, there is little political appetite for moving to universality.
Financial constraints are evident elsewhere with benefits seldom protected against inflation.
One exception is Turkmenistan where benefit levels have been protected since the Great
Recession because of their link to the value of a food basket. Sometimes the financial pressures
are imposed external. Both Mongolia and the Kyrgyz Republic have abandoned or modified
universality in response to concerns about fiscal sustainability variously expressed by the Asian
Development Bank, the World Bank and/or the International Monetary Fund.
Inadequate benefits not only fail to take people out of poverty, they say much about how
people are valued. When China’s ‘Dibao’ social assistance system was first introduced in rural
areas recipients felt that the low level of benefits added further to their humiliation (Yang and
Walker, 2018). Many people took the view that it was not worth applying for the benefit for
to do so was to demonstrate to fellow villagers just how desperate their circumstances were.
Certainly, the worldwide evidence is that take-up increases with the level of benefit as the
rewards come to exceed the compliance costs (Finn and Goodship, 2014). Moreover, the
situation in China changed when benefit levels were increased and it became possible to ‘eat
on Dibao’; then it was ‘respectable’ to apply for Dibao and recipients felt that government
cared about their plight (Yang and Walker, 2018). In South Korea and Pakistan social assistance
recipients similarly believed that low benefit added to stigma, being almost a punishment (Jo
and Walker, 2013; Choudhry, 2013). In the UK and Germany, lower level benefits paid to
unemployed people receiving assistance rather than insurance benefits were similarly
perceived by recipients as degrading, emphasising their lower status and exclusion from the
mainstream (Leisering, and Leibfried, 1999; Spicker, 1984).
But low benefits do not always to create stigma and it may be pertinent that all the
aforementioned examples related to means-tested benefits or conditional cash transfers.
Nepal’s child grant delivers only 1US$ per week for each of up to two children and yet 93
percent of beneficiaries now feel that the Government cares about their situation while two
thirds of recipients of various social protections schemes, including the child grant, believe
that the benefits make people more equal (Adhikari et al., 2014). Drucza (2016) specifically
attributes this to targeting based on age group and other social vulnerabilities rather than on
poverty status suggesting that this succeeds in creating a sense of citizenship based on
perceptions of social inclusion and equality.
In Kenya, while the level of the unconditional Hunger Safety Net Programme (HSNP) was
insufficient to allow parents to release children for school, the educational performance of
those who were attending improved stimulated by reduced stigma and increased selfacceptance further eliciting more favourable treatment from teachers (Attah et al., 2016). In
Zimbabwe and Lesotho, where school enrolment did increase as a result of unconditional
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benefits, parents felt better about being able to afford school fees, and money for soap and
uniforms enabled children to avoid teasing and embarrassment. Similarly, in South Africa and
Malawi cash benefits allowed children to escape the shame of wearing old clothes to school
(Adato et al. 2016; Miller et al. 2010). While small increases can matter a lot, it is difficult to
accept the premise that this justifies paying small benefits.
The literature, driven by concerns with fiscal probity, often posits a trade-off between high
benefits and universality which is referenced to a nominal ‘fiscal space’ that is frequently
undefined but presumed to be fixed. But while generous benefits, or at least ones sufficient
to ‘enable a life in health and dignity’ are clearly desirable, there are further trade-offs. There
is a fine line between respect born from adequacy and that stemming from inclusion and
citizenship. The history of Mongolia’s Child Money Program (CMP), which under pressure from
international funders has yoyo-ed between targeting and universality illustrates the dilemmas.
As a universal child benefit (and for 2 years the world’s only full UBI), the CMP succeeded in
substantially reducing poverty (by as much as a third) and politically is supported locally but
was criticised for low benefits, declining public support and inefficient targeting (Yeung and
Howes, 2015; ILO, 2016). Moreover, criticisms that ‘the entire monthly cash transfer [goes] on
alcohol’ need to be understood in the context of external shaming and the fact that public support
for using Mongolia’s mineral wealth explicitly to tackle poverty has never risen above 23 per
cent. Evaluating programmes with multiple objectives against one objective is very unwise. As
rehearsed in the next section, while getting money into the hands of people experiencing
poverty must be a priority, it matters how this is done.
To summarise, the structure of child benefits, and benefits generally, unsurprisingly reflects
political discourse and the framing of social problems. Hence, viewed through the lenses of
shame and dignity, UCBs again have substantial competitive advantages over CCTs and meanstesting. They are integrative rather than divisive. They prioritise freedom of choice and avoid
the stigma of conditionality and the public demonstration of need. They are consequently
likely to maximise take up and to reach the largest number of children, including the highest
proportion experiencing poverty. It is less clear that UCBs better empower women than either
CCTs or means-tested benefits because it is generally presumed across the different types of
scheme that mothers are children’s primary carers. Equally, it is not necessarily the case that
child benefits are a particularly effective way of empowering women or should be used
primarily for that purpose.
Finally, it is apparent that the adequacy of benefits has symbolic as well as practical
significance. This varies according to whether the objective is principally to address poverty–
nominally child poverty, or to provide a societal contribution to the cost of child-rearing.
Means-tested benefits and CCTs tackle poverty; UCBs generally seek to address both
objectives. Benefits that are seen to be inadequate can engender feelings of shame among
recipients while signalling to society that recipients are not much valued. However, benefits
that variously serve to bridge the poverty gap top-up, acknowledge or meet specific needs,
and/or resource sustainable livelihoods can imply different levels of remuneration. Whenever
the public misconstrue the objectives of benefit, there is a risk that welfare benefits, and the
recipients of benefits, may become stigmatised. This points to the need for transparency in
the formulation of objectives and in setting benefit rates. Equally, benefits known to be solely
available to the poorest are likely to become heavily stigmatised and universal benefits have
long been advocated as a means of building support for poverty relief through the mechanism
of collective self-interest.
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5. POLICY DELIVERY
The shame associated with poverty and the stigma attaching to some welfare benefits is
experienced most directly during the process of delivery: negotiating access; dealing with
officials, receiving or not receiving assistance; and throughout ongoing maintenance. The
culture of welfare institutions is the complex product of perceived political realities, legislative
prescription, administrative interpretation and discretion, managerial ethos, resource
constraints and the attitudes and prejudices of staff that in turn reflect dominant social values
and localised manifestations. Globally, people in poverty typically report their dealings with
bureaucracy in negative terms, as demeaning, stigmatising, as ‘violence’ and as institutional
abuse (Gubrium, et al., 2013; Brand and Barón, 2013). This is not to say that people in poverty
are always treated badly. Because of the shame of poverty, people often approach welfare
institutions feeling bad about themselves and project these feelings onto the agencies and the
staff working in them. Frequent concomitants of shame are anxiety, anger and over-sensitivity
which can easily provoke negative reactions in encounters with others. Equally, service
provision is often lacking due to inadequate funding, limited political support, partial
information, weak management and sometimes various forms of corruption (Keefer and
Khemani, 2004; Gubrium, et al., 2013).
Three conceptual tools are useful in bringing a shame and dignity lens to the delivery of welfare
policy. The first is ILO Recommendation 202 on social protection floors and the requirement
that governments and, by extension, policy implementation should ‘respect for the rights and
dignity of people covered by the social security guarantees’ (ILO, 2012). The second is a
conceptual framework developed by Attah et al. (2016) that identifies the self-acceptance,
positive relations, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life and personal growth as
important components of wellbeing and which questions how service delivery contributes to
each (Ryff and Singer, 1996). The third is empathy, to ask oneself what one would expect of
service delivery if one were to be an applicant or recipient.

5.1.Access
Unless that payment of child benefits is automatic, based for example on the registration of
births, access requires a sequence of actions and informed decisions: an awareness of the
existence of a scheme perhaps stimulated by a recognised need; the identification of eligibility;
the calculation of potential entitlement; a knowledge of how to apply and at what cost,
financial, time and other resources, social and psychological; an understanding of
requirements with respect to evidence and conditionality; and a personal cost-benefit analysis
of some kind to trigger the decision to apply and to persist in the application process. It is a
responsibility of administration to ensure that potential applicants have ready access to this
information, and on an ongoing basis since personal circumstances generate fluctuating flows
into and out of eligibility. In practice, lack of information and misunderstanding have proved
to be major constraints on the uptake of benefits and a source of high administration costs
(Finn and Goodship, 2014; Daigneault ,et al., 2012).
Simplicity of benefit design, allowing for simple messaging as to eligibility, generally aids
understanding and uptake although there are inevitable trade-offs between simplicity and
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precision in targeting. In their basic form, UCBs require only the institutional knowledge of the
existence of a child, the carer as potential recipient and the destination address, bank account
or tax file to which a payment to be made together with the bureaucratic infrastructure needed
to support the transaction. But security checks usually add to the complexity, and bureaucratic
limitations mean that a greater proportion of the compliance costs are exported to applicants.
Means-tested schemes and CCTs are invariably more complex which partially explains why
uptake rates are generally less and administration costs higher (Gugushvili and Hirsch, 2014).
From the perspective of applicants, one might anticipate that they would desire to acquire the
maximum, or correctly assessed, benefit and to receive it for the longest period while
expending minimum effort during the application process and the period of receipt. This would
be facilitated by a straightforward application process with simple rules and procedures, no
repetition, good communications, clear entitlement formulae (enabling certainty of outcome
and early decisions on whether to apply), and minimal information demands and requirements
for evidence. These criteria might also bring benefits to the administration in terms of reduced
mistakes by staff and applicants and less hassle in dealing with complaints, leading to reduced
staffing costs.
The above criteria are likely to be most readily fulfilled by UCBs given their minimal information
and security requirements. With means-testing, the difficult of measuring income and the lack
of precision of proxy means-tests means that applicants will not know until late in the
application process whether they are going to be eligible. Nor, in the case of schemes that
require discretionary decisions and/or an income top-up, will they know how much benefit
they are likely to receive. Conditional cash transfers will impose similar uncertainties on
applicants but also the longer-term vulnerability in that they may fail to fulfil the conditionality
and be sanctioned. If targeting efficiency is to be maintained, there will also need to be
ongoing contact with recipients who will be obliged to report changes in circumstances that
may affect entitlement. Likewise, monitoring will be required if conditionality is to be
enforced.
Turning to Attah et al.’s (2016) well-being criteria, one might argue that increased income from
any source is likely to add to recipients’ personal growth and, in terms of the educational and
health benefits reported above, to children’s personal growth and purpose in life. However,
the substantial targeting errors associated with means-testing ensure that many more nonrecipients, both eligible and non-eligible, will be denied a successful outcome, being rejected
with their honour and honesty implicitly impugned. The dependency relationship implied by
means-testing and conditionality with on-going uncertainty curtails the autonomy of applicants
and recipients alike. It denies them - or reduces - control over their circumstances and must
undermine their self-acceptance: if their claim is successful, they will have proved their poverty
and in other people’s eyes their failure as parents and citizens; if rejected they are without
honour and socially excluded.
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5.2.Compliance costs
A related set of issues concern the apportionment of administrative, or compliance, costs
between the social protection agencies, applicants and recipients. Three related sets of costs
apply to recipients and applicants: time, money and psychological:
Time costs can include, for example, time filling in forms, making telephone calls,
visiting government offices and using the internet. Several of these activities also
involve spending money, but, in addition, money costs can include fees and charges
that may be incurred in the process. Psychological costs can include stigma, hassle,
intrusion, stress, worry, fear and uncertainty. In addition, challenging a decision,
or getting help, advice or advocacy at any stage of the claim, may involve any of
these types of costs.
Bennett et
al., (2009, p. 2)

Applicants reasonably wish to minimise the cost of application and recipients the costs
associated with receipt of benefits whereas welfare agencies have a vested and sometimes
unacknowledged interest in exporting as many costs as possible. The latter can mean, for
example, understaffing which causes queuing, long waits and lengthy response times. It also
necessarily puts staff under pressure leading them to seek shortcuts, reduce attention paid to
customer service and allow the build-up backlogs, all with negative consequences for
applicants. With both staff and applicants under stress there is also an increased risk of
confrontation.
When faced with high administrative costs, and sometimes limited institutional capacity, it is
tempting for welfare organisations to export them in the form of increased compliance costs
for applicants and beneficiaries. This can take many forms. Agencies sometimes lessen the
costs of interagency cooperation by requiring applicants to fill in multiple forms rather than
exchanging information. Computerised application may be introduced even before personal
computers are widely available (UK), payments by bank transfer may be required ahead of
personal banking (Colombia’s Familias en Accion) and mobile banking before full cell-phone
penetrations (Uganda). Limited outreach activities and the burden of the application process
effectively ration demand. Some 1.8 million children in South Africa are reportedly denied
Child Support Grant because of difficulties with documentation and limited outreach services
which, though expanding, are still insufficient to reach the target population (Delany and
Jehoma, 2016). Most strategies designed to ease pressures on agencies are likely to place a
disproportionate burden on the already most disadvantaged.
The compliance costs of means-testing and conditionality are high for both applicants and
beneficiaries. Means-testing is inherently intrusive, bureaucratic and time-consuming,
wrought with uncertainty and very often stigmatising; it threatens most of Attah’s six
dimensions of well-being. Conditionality adds further costs. Benefit recipients who, as noted
above, are mostly women, are typically obliged to take on the burdens associated with
compliance, not only supervising health checks for various family members but also securing
the confirmatory paperwork, attending regular information meetings and even, in some cases,
undertaking unpaid ‘volunteer’ duties in support of the program including organizing meetings
and cleaning participating schools and clinics (Benderly, 2011). These activities can conflict
with paid employment with a negative effect on earnings (Bradshaw and Viquez, 2008).
Moreover, while women must assume these greater responsibilities, they can expect to receive
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less domestic support from the children who are now in school (Molyneaux, 2006; Hoop and
Rosati, 2014). Reports, too, of intimate violence associated with squabbles of the control of
CCTs, though clearly an unintended consequence, are also an unanticipated compliance cost
(Hidroboa and Fernald, 2013).
The administration demands placed on institutions by means-testing and conditionality are
also much greater than for UCBs, with requirements for information on income, consumption
and needs or all three; evidence of compliance or extenuating circumstances; regular reports
on changes in circumstances and frequently home visits for assessment and monitoring. There
is also the need to provide the services upon which conditionality is based which can be a major
challenge: In 2013, for example, Brazil was still planning to build over 2,000 health centers, 18
years after introducing Bolsa Familia (Palacio et al., 2014). Monitoring of compliance with
conditionality additionally requires the collection, storage and linking of data on the use of
health services, enrolment and attendance at schools and, perhaps too, measures of health
and educational outcomes. Moreover, the logic of conditionality requires a transparent and
timely linkage between compliance and transfer payments, while accuracy is essential not only
for reasons of financial probity but also because household livelihoods depend on it. In
addition, experience suggests that beneficiaries require accessible advice services together
with systems of appeal that protect them against bureaucratic abuse and failure (Paes-Sousa,et
al., 2013).
Given the high compliance costs for means-testing and conditionality, there is an even greater
incentive for organisations, wittingly or unwittingly, to pass these costs off onto clients. There
is much evidence of this both institutionalised and initiated by individual members of staff.
People may be precluded from application by complex forms, by lack of literacy, by distance
from benefit offices and even, as reported from Mongolia, by the costs of photocopying
evidence (Yeung and Howes, 2015). In South Africa confusion over the means-test and
employment criteria for child grants, together with the perception that the application process
is too complicated, time-consuming and costly is causing people not to apply (Delany and
Jehoma, 2016).
The compliance costs of means-testing and sanctioning may be circumvented by substituting
formal procedures with informal discretionary decision-taking that may slip into corrupt
practice. In India, access to welfare benefits requires possession of a BPL (Below Poverty Line)
card which, for a multitude of reasons including endemic corruption, is held by a similar
proportion of people in the second richest income quintile as in the poorest (Pellissery and
Mathew, 2013). In China, means-tested Dibao has variously been co-opted as a tool of social
control (payment being an incentive and reward for socially-approved behaviours), or
converted into a universal demo-grant for elders to avoid social dissent arising from difficulties
in assessing income (Li and Walker, 2017; Yang and Walker, 2018). The soft implementation
of conditionality is also frequently an adaptation to compensate for the lack of adequate
infrastructure as, for example, in Brazil’s Bolsa Familia, Honduras’s Programa Asignacion
Familiar (PAF), and Ecuador’s Bono de Desarrollo Humano. It is likely that increased reliance
on informality most deleteriously people who are already marginalised and of low status.
It is sometimes argued that, for recipients, the compliance costs of conditionality are offset by
the legitimation that conditionality gives to receipt of benefit (Brauw, 2008; Hanlon et al,
2013). Of course, such legitimation rests on the discriminatory assumption that people in
poverty need to be forced to do the sensible thing. Moreover, there is some evidence that
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conditionality does not eradicate the stigma of benefit receipt. Stigma is a very important
deterrent to claiming Mexico’s Oportunidades while other work suggests that conditionality
itself can lead to low take-up, and to perverse behaviours such as overfeeding to ensure
weight-gain and sending sick children to school to ensure that conditionality conditions are
met (Robles, 2014; Roelen, 2014).
The result of higher compliance costs associated with means-testing and CCTs is that applicants
and beneficiaries have less time and money for other productive activities. Also, as a result of
the anxiety, humiliation and stigma experienced during the application process and receipt of
benefit they are likely to suffer reductions in autonomy, self-acceptance and the quality of
personal relationships.

5.3.Administrative ethos and user interface
The distinguishing characteristics of UCBs, means-testing and conditionality are to some extent
mediated by administrative structures and ethos. Welfare is normally underpinned, facilitated
or, at least, not prevented by national legislation and variously delivered by local offices of
national bodies, local government, profit centred agencies or by NGOs and funded
differentially through contributions, taxation, charitable contributions and/or transnational
donations. In combination, these institutional relations determine the scope for discretion and
modification of the design and implementation of welfare provisions and, within the resultant
welfare structures, the location where programme cultures are established.
Top down structures work through various forms of regulation and are typically reliant on
administrative judgement to ensure uniform delivery throughout the programme (Walker,
2005). Devolved systems allow structures and procedures to be amended in response to local
circumstances. Top down structures are variously characterised as being efficient and rightsbased, but equally they can be perceived as rule-bound and rigid. Devolved systems, in
contrast, are often considered to be flexible and responsive but also potentially inequitable
and sometimes discriminatory. In parallel, decisions as to eligibility and entitlement can either
be regulated and/or rights-based – intended to deliver proportional justice with equitable
outcomes, or discretionary at regional, local or counter level thereby potentially allowing for
individualised or creative justice (Titmuss, 1971). These distinctions are necessarily idealtypes, only probabilistically predictive of programme cultures and outcomes. For example, in
the UK, a top-down, rights-based system of provision for special needs delivered through
government offices was no more uniform in the generosity of provision than the discretionary
local scheme that replaced it (Walker and Lawton, 1988; Huby and Walker, 1991).
Nevertheless, the resultant cultures are important in determining the complexion of the
interface with applicants and recipients. They influence the apportionment of compliance
costs and the extent to which the interface prioritises the needs and convenience of
customers. They affect where there are effective procedures in place for redress of grievance
and particularly whether these are adequately publicised and explained. They govern whether
clients are represented on management boards, consulted on innovations and invited to
appraise service delivery, all activities consistent with the expectations of ILO Recommendation
202. Cultures also determine the importance given to best practice, accuracy of assessment,
honesty and quality customer service. They similarly affect the extent to which flexibility is
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encouraged or countenanced and under what circumstances and for what purposes. Perhaps
most importantly, they shape and/or reflect staff attitudes to applicants and beneficiaries and
hence the way in which the latter are treated.
While there is no reason, given the right culture, why customer service cannot be prioritised in
a CCT or a means-tested scheme, compliance costs are likely to be higher because of the extra
checking and monitoring required. Moreover, a universal scheme implies that less contact is
necessary with beneficiaries, which the latter may interpret as less hassle. Universal schemes
also mean that staff have contact with people from all walks of life thereby reducing the
propensity for an ‘us-them’ mentality to develop.
Of course, developments in information technology tend to reduce personal contact at the
same time as they reduce costs. This makes it even more important, since face to face support
will be lacking, to engage users in the design of on-line interfaces, to consider domestic
budgeting practices, IT skills and access, as well as user needs with respect to such institutions
as banking and e-banking. The same requirements for ease of use, clarity, simplicity,
responsiveness and lack of repetition and helpfulness all continue to apply. And, while the
basic simplicity of UCBs makes them much easier to fully computerise than either meanstesting or CCTs, the same prerequisites apply in the design of software. That said, it is the
requirement to respond to individualised circumstances that has proved so daunting in
attempts to computerise means-tested systems (NAO, 2018).
5.4.Quality of treatment, staff behaviour and abuse
People lay great stress on being treated with respect in their dealings with bureaucracies. In
this, ILO Recommendation 202 is merely following public expectations rather than setting new
standards. Respect is typically registered by factors such as privacy, efficiency, transparency
of administrative expectations, accommodation to needs, personalised and positive treatment
by staff and speed of service. But people experiencing poverty frequently report being treated
with distain and without respect to such an extent that, coming together in a recent study,
people in poverty in six countries agreed that administrative abuse was one of nine dimensions
of poverty (Godinot and Walker, 2019).
The experience of women claiming the Child Support Grant in South Africa is typical (Wright et
al., 2015, p.5). Applicants are made to feel ‘unworthy’ by ‘being required to queue for long
periods, having to negotiate burdensome and unclear qualifying criteria, and being treated
disrespectfully by government officials’. In Britain, people report a lack of privacy, being ‘made
to feel small’, being treated as a number and as a ‘form-filler’ rather than as a human being
(Baumberg et al, 2012; Walker, 2014). In China, where there is considerable local discretion
within a national social assistance scheme, recipients report the humiliation of having their
names posted on public boards and needing to document why employers considered them
inadequate (Yan, 2013). In South Korea, there are reports of some social assistance offices
insisting on signed affidavits from all members of the extended family confirming their refusal
to support the applicant financially (Jo and Walker, 2013). In New York, families, including
young children, are reported routinely humiliated by being strip-searched for drugs and guns
before being housed in a shelter (Nunez, 2014).
Little attention has been given to the direct effects on children of service quality. There are
accounts of parents in Britain called for job-search reviews needing to take along small
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children, encountering long waits, a lack of child-centred facilities and witnessing parents
distressed by their treatment and sanctions (Chase and Walker, 2013). Likewise, children in
Uganda report their parents called to school because of non-payment of fees sending their
children instead to avoid their own humiliation (Bantebya Kyomuhendo et al., 2018). With
CCTs conditioned on school attendance or educational performance, it is carers who are
usually formally held to account, placing considerable strain on child-parent relationships
(Roelen, 2014). In India, the poor quality of school meals and the facilities in which they are
served are causes of stigma for children taking them (Pellissery et al., 2016). Children in Britain
are reported to object to selective provision which is viewed by non-recipients of free school
meals as unfair, while recipients report stigmatisation and bullying whenever the payment
system breaches their confidentiality (Farthing, 2012).
It must be acknowledged that the negative feelings reported by benefit recipients are the
product of complex interactions. The institutional stigma that they encounter in the rules
implemented to select the eligible from the ineligible, the deserving from the undeserving and
the honest from the dishonest reflect national values, local interpretation and personal
insecurities. Already ashamed, living under stress, and facing the insecurity of bureaucratic
judgment, benefit recipients may be prone to interpret neutral actions as making ‘things
difficult’, as insulting or being abusive (Baumberg et al., 2012). Moreover, many of the
frustrations that claimants attach to members of staff are more truly the product of structural
factors associated with the design and management of programmes that need to be addressed
at a more senior level, but which nevertheless reflect the prevailing culture.
That said, staff will often themselves share the commonly held beliefs that people in poverty
are all lazy, dishonest and immoral, attitudes that are reinforced by financial security measures
built into benefits systems. Applicants for Child Support Grants in South Africa report staff
swearing at them and rehearsing urban myths about having children in order to get grants
(Wright et al., 2015). Often committed to the work that they do, welfare staff are frequently
under pressure and seek ways to ease or organise their work that reflect local prejudices.
Administering a work conditioned programme in Britain, staff distinguished between ‘good’
clients, perceived as compliant and willing to take paid work, and ‘bad’ ones who were
differentiated by labels such as ‘wasters’, ‘unemployables’, ‘nutters’, ‘snooty’ or ‘at it’
(suspected of committing fraud). The first group tended to be afforded more time and support
than the others (Wright, 2003). Depending on the institutional culture, such labelling will be
challenged, condoned or encouraged. Resource constraints aside, staff could also readily be
trained better to understand the circumstances of applicants, the dynamics of the application
process and to act accordingly.
While the literature is replete with accounts of stigma, this is not invariably the case. For the
most part, criticism has focussed on means-tested schemes and, more recently, on
conditionality. The consensus is that universal schemes do not suffer the same problems
because they are not divisive, avoid the conjunction of personal, social and institutional stigma,
and are generally simpler to administer (Gugushvili and Hirsch, 2014). But, in certain contexts
even means-tested benefits do not carry opprobrium, although not always for laudable
reasons. For example, there are reports, albeit not independently verified, that participants in
the Targeting the Ultra Poor Programme, run by BRAC, are not stigmatised but appreciate
recognition after years of neglect (Davis, 2015; BRAC, 2013). This is despite being targeted
through a ‘participatory wealth ranking’ procedure entailing villagers and community leaders
ranking households according to wealth, a process that could be very humiliating. On a larger
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scale, in parts of rural China, recipients escape feeling stigmatised for similar reasons;
ostracised, without influence and previously neglected, they are grateful that any of the state’s
largesse should be directed in their direction (Yang and Walker, 2018; Li and Walker, 2018). In
urban China, however, different attitudes may prevail with parents not applying for assistance
(Dibao) in order to avoid the embarrassment of their children at school (Chen et al, 2018; Li,
2018). In India, as already noted, receipt of benefit is taken as a sign of influence within the
local community as a result of corruption and maladministration.
These counter-examples serve to underline the fact that service delivery and perceptions of
service delivery are social constructions. Adherence to ILO Recommendation 202 lays the
foundation of an administrative culture that prioritises the needs of beneficiaries, but this must
be supported through effective management and appropriate staff training. People in poverty
have a right to expect the standard of service that others receive. If they receive comparable
service, this is likely to be enhance their well-being which may itself make a positive
contribution to the fight against poverty by way of increased personal autonomy, greater selfacceptance and sustained personal growth.
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6. PROMOTING THE DIGNITY OF CHILDREN AND THEIR CARERS
Poverty eats away at the dignity of adults and children alike. No-one wants to live in squalid
conditions without the basics of life. Adults are unable adequately to play their roles as
parents, kin and community members due to lack of income and other resources; they often
retreat socially to avoid embarrassment and are socially excluded. Children, when in school,
are humiliated, ostracised and/or avoided by others, their potential is frequently
underestimated by teachers, and their progress is severely curtailed. Child benefits are a
positive response to child poverty, the name of the benefit alone often being enough for the
extra income to be spent disproportionately on children. But, while income itself adds to
dignity, being treated with dignity is important too. People experience poverty mostly as
suffering worsened by their dealings with institutions that judge and control them, stifling their
voices and leaving them disempowered (Godinot and Walker, 2019).
Viewed through the lens of dignity and its antonym shame, UCBs emerge as the preferred way
of delivering cash assistance to children. They are integrative, a positive acknowledgement
that children bring costs to all households and that society is duty-bound to support them as
they are the world’s future. Unlike means-testing or CCTs, UCBs are delivered as a right
unqualified by requirements to demonstrate and thus to admit to poverty, and without any
implication of parents failing to be good carers. They foster social cohesion. UCBs avoid the
need to set arbitrary income or proxy income thresholds that are hard to justify and promote,
inherently discriminatory, difficult to implement and frequently divisive, causing resentment
and the imposition of stigma. Instead, UCBs offer the potential for full coverage of children in
poverty and high take-up rates reaching out to even heavily stigmatised people who are the
hardest to reach. They are unaffected by poverty dynamics and rapid changes in circumstances
and escape problems of income shuffling and of local price inflation triggered by the selective
payment of benefits that can deleteriously affecting children in non-recipient households and,
in turn, lead to further resentment and protest.1 The administrative simplicity means low
administration costs and minimal compliance costs with little intrusive questioning or ongoing
monitoring of recipients’ behaviour, thus offering the prospect of transparent eligibility
criteria, speedy processing and limited face-to-face contact with staff (who might share the
discriminatory attitudes of the population at large).
There are some risks attached to universal provision. One is that universal provision will result
in preferential treatment being given to the politically powerful middle class. This, however, is
likely to be outweighed by vocal elites holding administrations to account for high standards
of implementation; certainly, there is less chance that service standards will be as low as they
would be for provision targeted exclusively on people in poverty. Another risk is that the cost
of universal provision will cause governments permanently to defer implementation or to fix
benefits so low that they have only a minuscule impact on poverty. However, as already noted,
the fiscal arithmetic is that adequate provision is viable for almost all countries which
underlines that fact that an effective solution to child poverty is primarily dependent on
committed political leadership (Ortiz et al., 2017). Staged implementation by age-group or by
incremental increases in benefit is clearly a second-best strategy that may indeed be
inconsistent with human rights until the ultimate policy goal is fully realised. A further risk, as
1

Households without children might be negatively affected by benefit induce inflation. However, child grants
are usually small in relation to average incomes such that inflation of non-child goods is likely to be minimal.
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illustrated by the Mongolian experience, is that national governments will be compelled to
implement selective policies under pressure from international donors willing to put the
demands of economic theory above the needs of children in poverty and the value of social
cohesion.
It must be emphasised, too, that there is scarcely any research on the dynamics within carerchild couplets that appertain to the role of child benefits, let alone comparisons between
universal and other benefits (Main, 2018). Certainly, children experience the shame of poverty
and the stigma of insensitively delivered benefits targeted to children in poverty. Even presecondary school-aged children are aware of a families’ receipt of welfare benefits and
recognise the significance of benefits labelled as being for children. As a feature of the lives of
all children within a jurisdiction, UCBs are not inherently stigmatising. Moreover, included as
a topic in civil education lessons, they can be used to introduce children to the notion of rights
and to society’s responsibilities to foster children’s well-being. However, the way in which
UCBs are spent will almost inevitably be a topic of playground conversation, and children in
the most adverse circumstances are likely to have less of the benefit visibly spent on them and
for goods such as branded trainers that conspicuously advance their playground status. That
said, as demonstrated above, child benefits can often serve to remove the most potent
symbols of deprivation manifest in, for example, poor clothing and non-payment of school
fees.
But while, from the perspective and dignity, UCBs are the preferred mode of delivering
financial support to children, care needs to be taken in their promotion and delivery to avoid
the spectre of stigma returning to haunt the lives of the most disadvantaged. Figure 5
illustrates schematically the many considerations salient in the design of a shame-free UCB.
The individual requirements are neither particularly innovative nor demanding although in
concert they would represent best practice. Most stringent are the expectations governing
the tenor of the policy discourse.
Figure 5 is a variant of the classic production of welfare model that characterises the
transformation of resources into policy outputs and finally into policy outcomes. Here, the
model is modified to elucidate those elements that need to be in place to promote the dignity
of both applicants and recipients (Kendall and Knapp, 2000). It draws on the model presented
in Figure 3 which identifies the routes through which policy impacts on the child-carer couplet,
incorporating elements from Attah et al.’s (2016) characterisation of well-being which become
the driving influence. The outcomes necessary for the wellbeing of both children and their
carers determine the public’s expectations for high quality service, albeit recognising that the
experience of children and adults in poverty is generally one of stigmatisation and personal
and institutional abuse (ATD4W, 2019).
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Figure 5 Requirements for the design of a shame-free UCB

Concern for the well-being of the children and their carers also establishes the parameters for
policy discourse. This discourse should be respectful to all; promote trust in institutions and
individuals; foster individual opportunity, agency, self-worth and personal growth for all; and
avoid negative or divisive labelling. A core requirement is adherence to the UN Convention on
the Rights of a Child and the UN Guiding Principles on Extreme Poverty, extended to embrace
poverty in all its forms (to borrow from an early formulation of SDG 1.2). The latter requires,
for example, that ‘respect for the inherent dignity of those living in poverty must inform all
public policies’ which must be aimed at empowering people experiencing poverty. They also
demand that: persons living in poverty; should ‘be protected from... negative stigma; be
‘treated as free and autonomous agents’; and be invited to participate in the policy process
the ensure that public policies are ‘designed to meet the expressed needs of the poorest
segments of society’ (UN, 2013, pp. 6-8).
The model in Figure 5 takes the objectives of a UCB to be those discussed above: namely, to
contribute to the costs of children and to tackling poverty while also seeking to promote social
cohesion. It portrays how these objectives might be achieved using various resources and a
concern for efficiency leading to a set of policy outputs (amount of benefit, its duration and
frequency of payment etc.) and quasi outcomes (such as high coverage, high take-up and
compliance with ILO Recommendation 202). Of central importance, however, is the
coincidence of the design and structure of a UCB with the public’s expectations that its public
interface should be respectful to applicants and beneficiaries, recognising them as persons not
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numbers, presume their honesty and be open to listening and learning from their experiences.
This coincidence derives from shared public and policy concern for the well-being of children
and their carers.
It is suggested that six features of the design of a UCB will foster well-being and ensure that it
is dignity enhancing and shame-free. Given that these design features are necessary to
guarantee the avoidance of stigma, they are presented as recommendations.
The first set of recommendations relate to the characteristics of the benefit. The size of benefit
must be adequate to meet the welfare goals of the policy; the benefit should be paid in a way
that is convenient for recipients; and it should be paid at a periodicity consistent with the local
norms for household budgeting. Secondly, there should be transparency. It should be
emphasised in promotional material that the benefit is designed to meet the needs of children;
the evidence is that including ‘child’ or ‘children’ in the name of the benefit increases the
chances that the additional income will be spent on children. There needs to be clear guidance
on when and how to apply for the benefit and on the details of the eligibility criteria and of the
entitlement formula. This information should be disseminated ahead of people applying for
benefits as part of a proactive strategy of advertising and outreach. Likewise, there must be
clarity about the maintenance of the benefit, its duration and any requirements for reporting
changes in circumstances etc., together with a readily accessible system for the redress of
grievance.
Three sets of recommendations relate to service delivery. The first concerns efficiency from
the user’s perspective. Compliance costs should be as low as possible, with simple application
forms demanding the minimum information and supportive evidence. The service should be
speedy with face-to-face meetings minimalised and waiting times kept to a minimum. Errors
of all forms should be prevented through good design and the effective management of
systems and staff. A second set of recommendations concerning service delivery is of
fundamental importance and relates to the treatment of applicants and beneficiaries. Certain
of these are structural: for example, ensuring privacy of individuals and their data; allowing for
personalised treatment and accommodating to individual needs and circumstances. Others
relate to staff performance supported by good management. Staff should always be polite,
positive, non-judgemental and avoid negative labelling. Thirdly, corruption, favouritism and
discrimination in the administration of the benefit should be prevented, policed and, if ever
present, eliminated.
Finally, in fulfilment of the obligation for real participation there should an active engagement
of benefit recipients and potential recipients in the design and updating of all aspects of a UCB’s
structure and implementation. The performance of the scheme and of the service delivery
should be monitored, and appraisal by end-users should be an integral part of the
administrative process. Consideration should also be given to ways of involving beneficiaries
in the management of a UCB, for example, by inviting them onto local and/or central
management boards, and/or to participate in advisory or consultative committees.
Ensuring that the design and implementation of UCBs are shame-free will not be cost-free.
Equally, it will not add majorly to the administrative cost which is, in any case, very low
compared to other modes of targeting support to children. Moreover, none of what is
proposed is more than good public administration. It is simply what any discerning customer
would expect from the most basic of commercial transactions.
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APPENDIX
Methodology
A truncated rapid evidence appraisal was conducted supplemented by suggested reading by
an international panel of experts. This identified over 3,000 articles which were scan-read with
162 subsequently being downloaded and abstracted after being evaluated with respect to
relevance and quality. These articles were read, and their content mapped. In the event, few
of these articles contributed evidence-based or empirically supported information
appertaining to the dignified treatment of recipients of social protection provisions directed
towards children.
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