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Abstract 

Social cash transfer (SCT) programs have emerged globally as critical tools for reducing 

poverty, enhancing human capital, and promoting gender equity. In Zambia, the government-

led Social Cash Transfer Scheme is designed to provide unconditional cash payments to 

vulnerable households, with a particular emphasis on supporting women and children. This 

study explores how government involvement in SCT initiatives has contributed to the 

empowerment of girls and women in Luangwa District, a rural area marked by socio-

economic vulnerability and gender disparities. Employing a qualitative case study 

methodology, the research draws on interviews, focus group discussions, and document 

analysis to understand the lived experiences of SCT beneficiaries. Grounded in the theoretical 

lens of empowerment and gender-sensitive development, the study examines the role of SCT 

in improving access to education, healthcare, nutrition, and personal agency among female 

recipients. Findings indicate that government-supported SCT programs have significantly 

improved the socio-economic conditions of women and girls in Luangwa. These 

improvements include increased school attendance among girls, enhanced decision-making 

power among women, and reductions in gender-based vulnerabilities such as early marriage 

and financial dependence. However, challenges remain in terms of delayed disbursements, 

limited awareness, and inadequate monitoring and evaluation systems. The study concludes 

that while SCT programs offer powerful platforms for gender empowerment, their impact can 

be amplified through integrated support services, sustained political commitment, and 

community-based monitoring mechanisms. The findings provide important insights for 

policymakers, NGOs, and gender advocates seeking to harness cash transfers for inclusive 

and equitable development. 
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1. Introduction 

Poverty remains one of the most pressing developmental challenges in Zambia, 

disproportionately affecting women and children in rural areas. According to the Zambia 

Statistics Agency (ZamStats), female-headed households are among the most economically 

disadvantaged, facing limited access to education, healthcare, and employment opportunities. 

In response to these socio-economic imbalances, the Zambian government has implemented 

various social protection programs, notably the Social Cash Transfer (SCT) Scheme, which 

aims to provide direct financial assistance to the most vulnerable populations. The SCT 

program, initiated in 2003 and scaled nationally in subsequent years, provides unconditional 

cash payments to households identified as incapacitated or extremely poor. Target groups 

include the elderly, persons with disabilities, and households with high dependency ratios—

many of which are headed by women. The core objective of the program is to alleviate 

poverty and improve living conditions, but recent policy shifts have emphasized its potential 

for promoting gender equity and empowering women and girls. Luangwa District, situated in 

the eastern part of Zambia, presents a compelling context for examining the gendered impact 

of government-sponsored SCT programs. The district is characterized by high levels of rural 

poverty, limited access to services, and entrenched gender inequalities. Girls often drop out of 

school due to early marriage, economic hardship, or lack of support, while women face 

systemic barriers to participating in decision-making processes both within the household and 

in the community. Government involvement in SCT in Luangwa District has included not 

only the provision of funds but also the identification of beneficiaries, public awareness 

campaigns, and community mobilization. These interventions are often delivered through a 

multi-sectoral framework that includes the Ministry of Community Development and Social 

Services, local authorities, and civil society organizations. Such collaboration reflects a 

growing recognition that financial support alone is insufficient; sustainable empowerment 

requires holistic engagement that addresses the social, economic, and institutional drivers of 

inequality. This study explores the impact of government-led SCT programs on the 

empowerment of girls and women in Luangwa District. Empowerment, in this context, refers 

to the expansion of choice, increased agency, improved access to resources, and the ability to 
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influence decisions that affect one’s life. The central research questions guiding this 

investigation are: 

1. How has the government’s involvement in SCT influenced the socio-economic status 

of women and girls in Luangwa District? 

2. What empowerment outcomes have been achieved through SCT initiatives? 

3. What barriers remain in fully realizing the gender-transformative potential of SCT 

programs? 

Grounded in the gender and development paradigm, the study aims to contribute to the 

understanding of how state-led cash transfers can serve as instruments of inclusive 

development. It builds on existing national and international literature on cash transfers while 

adding localized insights from a rural Zambian district. 

 

2. Literature Review 

Social protection programs, particularly social cash transfers (SCTs), have garnered 

widespread attention as tools for poverty alleviation and social inclusion. Increasingly, 

scholars and policymakers recognize the transformative potential of SCTs beyond economic 

relief, especially in promoting gender equity and the empowerment of women and girls in 

marginalized communities. This section reviews the theoretical and empirical foundations 

surrounding SCTs and their gendered impacts, with specific attention to the Zambian context. 

 

2.1 Theoretical Foundations of Empowerment and Social Protection 

The concept of empowerment, as articulated by scholars such as Naila Kabeer (1999), is 

defined as the process by which individuals gain the ability to make strategic life choices in 

contexts where this ability was previously denied. Empowerment is multidimensional, 

encompassing economic, social, psychological, and political dimensions. In development 

practice, empowerment is increasingly viewed not only as an outcome but as a process 

enabled by access to resources and supportive institutional structures. From a rights-based 

perspective, SCTs are seen as instruments to reduce inequality and promote human dignity. 

Social protection theory postulates that cash transfers, when appropriately designed and 

delivered, can enhance capabilities (as per Amartya Sen’s capability approach) and expand 
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the freedoms people value. This includes access to education, healthcare, and participation in 

community decision-making—key indicators of gender empowerment. 

 

2.2 Empirical Studies on SCTs and Gender 

Empirical research globally has established the positive impact of SCTs on gender outcomes. 

In Latin America, programs like Brazil’s Bolsa Família and Mexico’s Oportunidades have 

shown that conditional and unconditional cash transfers improve school attendance among 

girls, enhance women’s control over household resources, and reduce gender-based violence 

(Molyneux, 2006; Fiszbein & Schady, 2009). In sub-Saharan Africa, several evaluations 

reflect similar findings. Studies in Kenya and Malawi report that SCTs increase girls’ school 

retention and delay early marriages (Baird et al., 2011). In South Africa, the Child Support 

Grant has been linked to improved nutritional and educational outcomes for children, 

especially girls (DSD, SASSA, & UNICEF, 2012). In Zambia, the Social Cash Transfer 

Scheme has been evaluated through both government and independent studies. The Ministry 

of Community Development and Social Services (MCDSS) and UNICEF Zambia (2014) 

noted that SCTs have led to improvements in household food security, asset accumulation, 

and access to healthcare. However, only a limited number of studies have directly assessed 

the gender-specific empowerment outcomes, particularly in rural districts like Luangwa. 

 

2.3 Barriers to Gender Empowerment through SCTs 

Despite the promise of SCTs, several structural and operational challenges limit their 

effectiveness. These include: 

 Irregular disbursements and funding delays that disrupt household planning. 

 Weak monitoring and accountability mechanisms, leading to corruption or 

exclusion errors. 

 Lack of gender-sensitive design, where programs do not incorporate specific 

empowerment goals or indicators. 

 Cultural norms and patriarchal structures, which can prevent women from fully 

controlling the benefits or participating in decision-making. 

These barriers underscore the importance of intentional program design that goes beyond 

income supplementation to address the systemic roots of gender inequality. 
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2.4 Research Gaps 

While literature acknowledges the potential of SCTs to enhance gender equity, localized 

studies focusing on how government-involved SCT programs affect women and girls in 

Zambia remain limited. This study aims to fill this gap by offering empirical insights from 

Luangwa District, where government engagement has been active but under-documented. 

 

3. Methodology 

This study adopted a qualitative case study design to explore the effects of government-

involved social cash transfer (SCT) programs on the empowerment of women and girls in 

Luangwa District, Zambia. The case study approach was deemed appropriate due to its 

capacity to provide in-depth, context-specific insights into the lived experiences of 

beneficiaries and stakeholders involved in SCT implementation. 

 

3.1 Research Design and Rationale 

A qualitative research paradigm was selected to uncover the nuanced social dynamics and 

individual perceptions surrounding SCTs. This approach allowed for a deeper understanding 

of how beneficiaries interpret empowerment, how government policies are implemented at 

the grassroots level, and what challenges persist in the practical execution of SCT programs. 

 

3.2 Study Area 

The research was conducted in Luangwa District, a rural region in Eastern Zambia 

characterized by high poverty levels, limited infrastructure, and traditional gender norms. The 

area was selected due to its active participation in the national SCT scheme and the presence 

of multiple vulnerable female-headed households, particularly those with young girls. 

 

3.3 Target Population and Sampling 

The study population included: 

 SCT female beneficiaries (both women and adolescent girls), 

 Government officials from the Ministry of Community Development and Social 

Services (MCDSS), 
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 Community Welfare Assistance Committee (CWAC) members, and 

 Local leaders (e.g., village headpersons and ward councilors). 

A purposive sampling technique was employed to select information-rich participants. A 

total of 25 participants were involved, including: 

 15 women and girls receiving SCTs, 

 5 government officials involved in program implementation, and 

 5 community leaders familiar with the program’s local impact. 

This diverse sample ensured representation from multiple perspectives on SCT administration 

and its gendered effects. 

 

3.4 Data Collection Methods 

Data were collected using the following instruments: 

 In-depth interviews with female beneficiaries to explore empowerment outcomes 

such as decision-making power, access to services, and changes in social status. 

 Key informant interviews with government officials and CWAC members to 

understand administrative processes, policy frameworks, and implementation 

challenges. 

 Focus group discussions (FGDs) with adolescent girls to gauge perceptions about 

education, early marriage, and autonomy since receiving SCT support. 

All interviews and FGDs were conducted in the local language (Nsenga and Nyanja) with 

translations and transcriptions performed for analysis. 

 

3.5 Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to interpret qualitative data. Transcripts were coded manually to 

identify recurring themes and subthemes related to empowerment, institutional support, and 

program effectiveness. Patterns were compared across participant groups to establish 

convergence and divergence of views. 

 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

The study adhered to ethical research standards by: 
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 Obtaining informed consent from all adult participants and assent from minors with 

guardian approval. 

 Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity through the use of pseudonyms and secure 

data storage. 

 Emphasizing the voluntary nature of participation, with participants free to 

withdraw at any stage. 

Ethical clearance was obtained from relevant local authorities and the University Research 

Ethics Committee. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

The study’s findings reveal that government-involved social cash transfer (SCT) programs in 

Luangwa District have contributed significantly to improving the lives of female 

beneficiaries, particularly in terms of access to basic services, agency in household decision-

making, and socio-economic stability. However, these gains are moderated by operational 

inefficiencies and persistent structural barriers. The discussion is organized around four major 

themes: economic empowerment, education and health outcomes, decision-making power, 

and implementation challenges. 

 

4.1 Economic Empowerment 

Almost all the female beneficiaries reported that SCTs provided a lifeline to meet their 

families’ basic needs, especially food and clothing. Several women used the monthly 

payments to initiate small-scale economic activities such as selling vegetables, charcoal, or 

used clothes. These initiatives generated modest income streams that enhanced household 

food security and reduced dependence on spouses or extended family. As one woman noted: 

“Before the transfers, I had to beg from neighbors. Now I buy beans and make fritters to 

sell.” This aligns with existing literature that posits cash transfers can stimulate local 

economies and increase women’s control over finances (Molyneux, 2006; UNICEF Zambia, 

2014). Increased economic agency contributed to improved self-esteem and confidence 

among the women interviewed. 

 

4.2 Education and Health Outcomes for Girls 
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A recurring theme from focus group discussions with girls was the reduction in school 

absenteeism. SCTs enabled families to afford school uniforms, stationery, and hygiene 

products such as sanitary pads, which previously posed a barrier to regular attendance. In 

some cases, cash assistance prevented early withdrawal from school to enter marriage or 

informal labor. Health-wise, the increased household income allowed families to afford clinic 

fees, transport, and medication. Mothers expressed relief in being able to take their daughters 

for timely medical check-ups, including reproductive health services. 

 

4.3 Decision-Making and Social Empowerment 

Interviews revealed that many women experienced an increase in household decision-making 

power. Some were now able to decide how money was spent or influence children’s 

educational choices. One participant stated: “Now that I bring money home, my husband 

listens more when we plan what to buy or when to send children to school.” While traditional 

patriarchal norms persist, SCTs have created new avenues for female voice and negotiation 

within households. This empowerment was particularly evident in female-headed households, 

where the women assumed full control of financial decisions. 

 

4.4 Challenges in Implementation 

Despite these positive outcomes, participants also highlighted key challenges: 

 Irregular disbursement of funds disrupted planning and forced beneficiaries to 

resort to borrowing. 

 Limited sensitization about the broader goals of the SCT program led some to 

misuse funds on non-priority items. 

 Exclusion errors were noted, where some vulnerable women and girls were left out 

during beneficiary identification due to outdated or politicized data collection 

processes. 

 Weak monitoring and absence of feedback mechanisms hampered accountability and 

learning. 

These challenges suggest that while SCTs have clear benefits, program effectiveness depends 

on robust administration, transparency, and community engagement. The government’s 
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involvement, while commendable, needs to be deepened through improved training, 

monitoring, and integration with other empowerment services. 

 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

5.1 Conclusion 

This study set out to examine the role of government-involved Social Cash Transfer (SCT) 

programs in empowering women and girls in Luangwa District, Zambia. Drawing from the 

experiences of female beneficiaries, government officials, and community leaders, the 

findings clearly demonstrate that SCTs have positively influenced multiple aspects of 

women's and girls' lives. These include enhanced economic stability, improved access to 

education and healthcare, increased household agency, and a general uplift in dignity and 

self-worth among recipients. The economic empowerment brought about by regular cash 

infusions has enabled women to meet their immediate household needs and, in some cases, 

establish small-scale income-generating activities. Girls in SCT-recipient households were 

more likely to attend and remain in school, a trend directly linked to the availability of funds 

to cover essential educational materials and personal care needs. Many women also reported 

increased involvement in household decision-making, particularly concerning resource 

allocation and children's education—indicators of growing autonomy. However, while these 

findings confirm the gender-transformative potential of SCTs, they also reveal critical 

implementation gaps that risk undermining their impact. Irregular disbursements, limited 

community sensitization, bureaucratic exclusion errors, and weak monitoring and evaluation 

systems continue to pose challenges to the program’s long-term success. Furthermore, deep-

seated cultural norms continue to restrict full female empowerment, despite financial 

improvements. Thus, while SCTs serve as an effective tool for promoting gender equity in 

socio-economically marginalized communities, their success depends heavily on the quality 

of implementation, the strength of institutional support, and the responsiveness of program 

design to local realities. 

 

5.2 Recommendations 

To maximize the empowerment potential of government-involved SCT programs in Luangwa 

and similar districts, the following actionable recommendations are proposed: 
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1. Improve Timeliness and Predictability of Disbursements: Regular and timely payment 

of cash transfers is crucial. The government should strengthen financial management systems 

to ensure consistency and minimize disruptions that affect household planning. 

2. Integrate Gender-Sensitive Program Design: SCT schemes should incorporate gender-

specific indicators and objectives that go beyond income support to target empowerment 

outcomes such as decision-making autonomy, leadership participation, and reproductive 

health access. 

3. Enhance Beneficiary Identification and Targeting: To address exclusion errors, 

beneficiary identification should be updated regularly through transparent and community-

driven processes. Gender-sensitive poverty assessments can ensure the most vulnerable girls 

and women are included. 

4. Link SCTs with Complementary Services: Cash transfers should be integrated with 

other development programs such as vocational training, microcredit, adolescent girls’ 

mentorship, and health outreach. These synergies can amplify SCT impact and ensure 

sustainability. 

5. Strengthen Monitoring and Feedback Mechanisms: Community-based monitoring and 

real-time feedback platforms should be established to track progress, identify misuse, and 

ensure accountability. Beneficiary voices must be incorporated into decision-making and 

policy refinement. 

6. Conduct Gender Training for Program Staff and Local Leaders: Training should 

sensitize implementers on gender equality, inclusive governance, and cultural barriers to 

empowerment. This can foster a more supportive environment for women and girls within the 

community. 

7. Promote Advocacy and Awareness: Public education campaigns can help change 

harmful norms, increase male allyship, and ensure SCTs are understood as empowerment 

tools, not charity. In conclusion, government-led SCT programs, when well-executed, offer a 

powerful pathway for advancing gender justice and inclusive development in Zambia. Future 

strategies should prioritize equity, responsiveness, and cross-sectoral collaboration to unlock 

their full potential. 
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