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How social capital can inform targeting
formal social safety net interventions in
vulnerable communities in eastern Ethiopia:
an ethnographic case study
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Abstract

Safety nets in Ethiopia are targeted and delivered in a context in which informal social capital practices also
operate. But the role of social relations is largely overlooked in welfare programming. Understanding how social
capital is mobilized and under which condition it enhances or constrains social safety net targeting may inform
policy to design sustainable and inclusive welfare programs to improve household resilience. Using an
ethnographic case study design, we studied the role of social capital in the implementation of a welfare
intervention. Data were collected through observations and interviews with 30 households. Besides, data on
household social network characteristics were collected using semi-structured interviews. The result suggested that
greater access to social capital by a household enhances the efficiency of safety net targeting and delivery.
Positioning the social transfer instruments within the broader sets of community social arrangements can optimize
the allocation of scarce safety net resources and improves community relationships.
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Introduction
The challenge of eliminating extreme poverty as articu-
lated in the Global Sustainable Development Goal No. 1
is still enormous in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). Liveli-
hood shocks continue to cause considerable welfare
losses in the region. Despite rapid economic growth,
31% of the Ethiopian population is poor with 54% of its
population classified as vulnerable to shocks (Demissie
and Kasie 2017) and the majority of them living in rural
areas. These shocks, by reducing the number of people
engaging in a reciprocal relationship of mutual sharing,
also disrupt the social setup that allows the poor to pool
resources to insure against shocks.

“Food aid” and “safety net” programs are common to
help severely affected households to cope with food
shortages. One of the principal challenges of humanitar-
ian agencies operating in diverse and vulnerable commu-
nities such as in eastern Ethiopia is identifying an
approach for effectively targeting and improving the re-
silience of households without undermining individual
and collective capabilities and informal risk-sharing ar-
rangements (e.g., del Ninno and Mills 2015; Devereux
and Getu 2013; Gentilini and Omamo 2009). A call for
an integration of formal and informal welfare systems
have been made severally (Calder and Tanhchareun
2014; Devereux and Getu 2013). Nevertheless, the role
that informal safety net1 plays in the implementation of
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social protection programs remains largely misunder-
stood. This is despite a global recognition that social dy-
namics and local institutions mediate the delivery and
impact of humanitarian actions. This study aims to gen-
erate an understanding of the role of informal mutual
support arrangements, and the potential for complemen-
tarities between formal and informal systems.
With the intention to build on local capacities and the

strengths of social relations, the Ethiopian government has
for over 14 years been implementing a “social safety net ap-
proach” of humanitarian assistance, otherwise known as the
Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP). Nonetheless, it is
not clear how the program interacts with informal arrange-
ments in its design and during implementation. Operation-
alizing the social safety net requires understanding the
nature of informal arrangements, including the values of
communality and accountability that underpin redistribu-
tive resource sharing. This study tries to understand how
the social safety net program, as being implemented cur-
rently, integrates the indigenous forms of social protection
with Babile District, Eastern Ethiopia, as a case study
location.
Current implementation practices of the PSNP in

Ethiopia and the study community suggest that targeting
of safety net for the vulnerable households are under-
mined by fiscal and methodological (notably targeting)
strains that often exclude the most disadvantaged house-
holds. Elite capture, spatial barriers, and information
asymmetry in reaching intended beneficiaries are among
the major problems resulting in high program transac-
tion cost (Gentilini and Omamo 2009; Grosh et al. 2008;
Monchuk 2014) and exclusion of needy recipients. How
to integrate the local knowledge system and social net-
works in targeting safety net programs in identifying the
deserving beneficiary is an area scholarly analysis is
lacking.
Indigenous social capital, comprising diverse stocks of

risk-sharing strategies involving social networks, norms,
trust, and reciprocities such as credit networks, food, and
labor sharing networks play an important role in mobiliz-
ing useful resources in Ethiopia (Aredo 2010; Pankhurst
and Damen 2000). These arrangements have cushioned
communities from adverse livelihood shocks and uncer-
tainties (Bernier and Meinzen-Dick 2014; Bhattamishra
and Barrett 2010; Aredo 2010; Kebede 2012; Kebede and
Butterfield 2009). There is evidence that the application of
these elements can increase the chances of success in
implementing social transfer programs with positive out-
comes for household resilience (Grootaert and van Baste-
laer 2002; Woolcock and Narayan 2000). Situating social
safety net programs within the broader package of commu-
nity risk-sharing arrangements can aid in targeting the so-
cial safety net program. Gibbons et al. (2017) argued that
localizing humanitarian response demands that

humanitarian action should always endeavor to build on
the capacities and abilities of the affected populations to
provide assistance and protection to vulnerable communi-
ties in their own societies. The experience and collective
wisdom of the indigenous people that are rooted within so-
cial networks can enhance the performance of the new
safety net programs (Patel et al. 2012) in ensuring program
accountability, transparency, enhancing inclusiveness and
coverage, and sustainability. This is also in line with the
principles of inclusive sustainable development and local
solutions championed by major donors like the World
Bank. But nature and role of the informal arrangements
and the conditions under which they may enhance or con-
strain the targeting of social protection interventions in di-
verse and vulnerable communities are not clear. Examining
the nature and role of the informal arrangements and the
conditions under which they may enhance or constrain the
targeting of safety net program will offer useful insights re-
garding how local knowledge and a social capital perspec-
tive can be considered into targeting humanitarian
responses in vulnerable settings.
The key question guiding this study was how does social

capital is mobilized and enhances or constrain the imple-
mentation of safety net program in Babile district of
Eastern Ethiopia and with what outcomes. The study par-
ticularly examined how the different aspects of social cap-
ital interact with and influence the targeting of deserving
beneficiaries and the distribution of social safety net re-
sources within the community. The study draws the
PSNP—a multi-year program designed to improve the re-
silience of the chronically food-insecure households.

Background to the study site and the productive safety
net program (PSNP)
Babile, the study site, is located in eastern Ethiopia. House-
holds in this part of the country are agro-pastoralists. The
area is one of the most risk-prone zones in Ethiopia. It is
characterized by erratic rainfall, frequent crop failure, re-
current conflict and drought, and livestock and human dis-
eases. The mechanism for coping with such shocks
depends on mutual support based on kinships and neigh-
bors, seasonal migration, relief assistance, selling of house-
hold assets, etc. The PSNP is also being implemented in
the district. The specific objectives of the program are
to protect household asset depletion and creating
additional household assets, ensuring household food
availability, and ultimately building household resili-
ence. Priority is given to the “chronically food-inse-
cure” households. The program assigns beneficiaries
in either of its two major components: (i) public work
component (offers temporary employment in soil and
water conservation, irrigation, rural road construction,
etc.) and (ii) direct support (offers unconditional
transfer for those who cannot provide labor)
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(Hoddinott et al. 2011; World Bank 2012, 2013). The tar-
geted households receive payments for 6 months in a year;
for the first 3 months, the beneficiaries are paid cash (ETB
280 or USD 14 per person) and for the other 3 months,
they are paid in food (15 kg wheat and 5 kg beans per per-
son)2. A household graduates from the program when it
can meet its food needs and withstand modest shocks for
a period of 12 months.
To achieve its envisaged objectives, the PSNP operates

based on six core principles. These include (i) partner-
ship between government and local people; (ii) continu-
ity and predictability (ensuring regularity of resources
transfer); (iii) productivity enhancement (involving pro-
gram beneficiaries in different asset creating activities);
(iv) avoidance of the dependency syndrome (by offering
conditional transfer in exchange for labor contribution);
(v) integration with district development plans; and (vi)
flexibility (allow the utilization of the safety net re-
sources in different livelihood improvement programs so
long as the activities resonate with the Woreda3 food se-
curity plan). The number of beneficiary households in a
particular community is determined based on a quota
system. The kebeles are allocated quotas of beneficiaries
from the districts. Identification of the vulnerable house-
holds is done by a taskforce, known as the “community
food security task force” (CFSTFs), following the rules
described in the program implementation manual (PIM)
(Devereux et al. 2006). The CFSTF is comprised of the
kebele political leaders (known as Ababgeres) and Devel-
opment Agents (DAs)4. In general, four bodies take part
in selecting beneficiaries; the Woreda Food Security
Task Force (WFSTF), the Kebele5 Council, the Kebele
Food Security Task Force (KFSTF), and the Community
Food Security Task Force (CFSTF). The WFSTF is re-
sponsible for adapting the national guidelines on benefi-
ciary selection criteria to make them relevant to the
woreda and for training the KFSTF. The KFSTF is re-
sponsible for establishing a CFSTF in each village. The
Kebele council is responsible for hearing appeals and re-
solving complaints. However, within the villages, safety
net program is not well targeted. It is also insufficient
both in coverage and the amount of transfer to individ-
ual households. As a result, many people, including pro-
gram beneficiaries, have continued to experience acute
food insecurity.

Contextualizing social capital in development
Social capital is composed of several entities. Putnam
(1993) recognized the multidimensional nature of social
capital and operationalized it as connections among in-
dividuals—social networks, organizations, and the norms
of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.
Coleman (1988) further extended Putnam’s view by add-
ing the role of “social structure” in which social relations
and mutual support embedded under. Thus, social cap-
ital is derived from some aspects of social structure
(consisting of relationships and networks) and facilita-
tion actions of actors (norms, beliefs and attitude) within
the structure that govern such relationships. The trans-
formative capacity of the social structure into a mutually
beneficial gainful action is generally collective action.
Thus, norms of reciprocity, trust, and effective sanctions
are important forms of social capital; the closure of net-
works and appropriate social organization facilitate the
social structures for certain purposive actions in current
and future. Social capital can thus be regarded as an in-
vestment rooted in social structure of relationships
which are mobilized by individuals and communities to
fulfill certain mutually beneficial collective action. In
other words, investment in social relations by individuals
is the means through which they gain access to embed-
ded resources to transforming and insuring themselves
against future uncertainties.
The transformative mechanism through which social

capital redistributes resources are through bonding (hori-
zontal networking), bridging, and linking (vertical connec-
tion) type social capital (Aldrich and Meyer 2015).
Bonding connections connect people of homogenous char-
acters horizontally (Mouw 2006) to accessing immediate
assistance aftershocks. Conversely, bridging connections
bring members across different networks and geographic
boundaries. Linking social capital is a vertical network that
links individuals with people of authorities and across in-
stitutions to help the poor leverage resources. Under-
standing social capital (as bonding, bridging and linking
capitals) is the key to understanding the value of social
interaction for effective localization of humanitarian re-
sponse in vulnerable contexts (Mpanje et al. 2018).
To accommodate the different perspectives and aid

understanding the role of social capital in the Ethiopian
context, social capital can be operationalized as both a
structural (social) and a cultural or cognitive
phenomenon (Grootaert and Van Bastelaer 2002). While
structural social capital is related to the networks,
groups, linkages, and practices, the cognitive aspect re-
fers to the attitudes, values, beliefs, and norms that gov-
ern interaction between people. These two dimensions
are expected to interact in a dynamic manner to
reinforce cooperation between community members to
improve household wellbeing.

2This amount was calculated at the time of data collection (between
2014 and 2017)
3Woreda (plural woredas), often used interchangeably with the English
term “district,” is an administrative system in Ethiopia. A single woreda
is made up of several kebeles.
4These are trained agricultural development workers in rural areas.
5Kebele (plural kebeles) is the smallest administrative unit in Ethiopia.
It is often used to interchangeably with the English term “peasant
association.” Approximately, a single kebele comprises 500 households.
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To understand the role of social capital and draw pol-
icy implications, social capital is further divided into four
major perspectives (Woolcock and Narayan 2000): (i)
the communitarian view (referring to civic groups, asso-
ciations, and clubs); (ii) the network view (referring to
informal institutions, such as networks of friends, neigh-
bors, and mutual support groups); (iii) the institutional
view (referring to linkages with formal institutions or
linking social capital); and (iv) the synergy view (refer-
ring to public and private partnership). In this study, we
rely on the network view of social capital to examine the
role of social capital in development program, and hence
social capital is understood as networks of friends,
neighbors, kin, and mutual support groups.
The literature on social capital and development pro-

grams suggest that the application of social capital can
have a multiplier effect and optimizes the chances of suc-
cess in the implementation of social transfer programs by
among other things; minimizing transaction cost, increas-
ing availability to information on the needy (Ballet et al.
2007), and reducing opportunistic behavior among com-
munity members (Grootaert and van Bastelaer 2002; Patel
et al. 2012). Studies suggest that the different aspects of
social capital may influence the targeting and distribution
outcomes of food security interventions in vulnerable
communities (Caeyers and Dercon 2012; Clarke and Der-
con 2009). For example, Dercon and Krishnan (2003)
found evidence that the presence of community informal
risk-sharing arrangements is positively associated with a
greater targeting performance of food aid programs, sug-
gesting that it may allow for the wide dispersal of food re-
sources received from the program into the larger
community including to non-beneficiary households
thereby reducing targeting errors. Heemskerk et al. (2004)
also found similar evidence from a cash transfer pro-
gram indicating that the wide presence of a functional
social capital may generate positive spillover effect that
goes beyond the immediate beneficiaries of the pro-
gram. In contrast, the literature warns that not every-
thing about social capital is good—differences in access
to social capital resources arising from wealth and
household demographic characteristics may bring the
opposite effect. According to Bourdieu (1986), the de-
gree to which a household is able to draw resources
may be influenced by several factors, including network
size, membership diversity (network diversity), or
amount of capital possessed by each of those network
members to whom the household is connected to as
well as the location of the networks (network proxim-
ity). Studies show that (e.g., Bernier and Meinzen-Dick
2014) informal arrangements are not always indiscrim-
inate and benign—they may benefit some individuals
more than others to the detriment of marginalized
groups. For instance, Petrikova and Chadha (2013) and

Clarke and Dercon (2009) found evidence that people
with higher levels of social capital were more likely to
be part of a social program as compared to those with
smaller networks. Heemskerk et al. (2004) also found
evidence that a household may derive greater resources
from its network if the head has a higher educational
level, regularly takes part in group activities, and holds
a leadership position in the group. All these cases imply
that social capital is an inevitable element in social de-
velopment, and building resilience of the poor which if
neglected may result in costly and ineffective interven-
tions that cannot be sustained after the intervention to
achieve resilience. In rural Ethiopia, social relations and
mutual support are embedded under a complex social
structure. As such, attempts to study social capital and
its links with a social transfer intervention need to take
into account not only the social and economic structure
of the community but also the power structure within
which the poor operate to mobilize resources using so-
cial networks.

Methods of the study
A qualitative ethnographic case study research design
(Brewer 2000; Atkinson and Hammersley 2007) was
followed to address the research questions. The ethno-
graphic case study design is appropriate because the pur-
pose of the study was to understand the role of social
capital in shaping safety net targeting practices and out-
comes for beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of the pro-
gram. Behind these phenomena is a social context against
which formal and informal systems are embedded, shap-
ing and reshaping actions and practices of intervention
policies and programs (Long 2001). An ethnographic case
study allows us to understand the “social life” of the inter-
vention (Long 2001) as it implemented in the local peo-
ple’s context, perceived and utilized by the community
members. This is by closely studying social actors (benefi-
ciaries and non-beneficiaries) and their social networks in
a naturally occurring settings and capture multiple per-
spectives of people’s accounts, meanings, and actions on
everyday context (Brewer 2000; Atkinson and Hammers-
ley 2007). Being an ethnographic case study, the study
combined both ethnography and case study. It is ethno-
graphic because it looks at social networks as a socio-cul-
tural process. It is a case study because it allows for an in-
depth understanding of a phenomenon within a research
setting with clear boundaries (Creswell 2007).
Field work was conducted in one selected Kebele of

Babile District of eastern Ethiopia between 2014 and
2017. The study site, Berkelle is one of the 18 safety net
receiving Kebeles found in Babile District. The site was
purposively selected to gain an in-depth insight on im-
pacts and lesson learned considering the following cri-
teria: (i) the kebele was pioneer in implementing the
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PSNP program so that we can learn impact better; (ii)
the kebele has similar experience in participating in
similar researches; (iii) the kebele is located in close
proximity to the main road and town, and (iv) the ad-
ministration and community were willing to participate
in the research and welcomed our presence. Administra-
tive and development activities (including safety net pro-
gram) are organized based on Kebele lines in Ethiopia.
Thus, kebeles are considered as communities in this
study.
A total of 30 households were sampled and interviewed

at least twice within the 4-year period. The categories inter-
viewed included current safety net beneficiaries and non-
beneficiaries of safety net program. In addition, in-depth
interviews were conducted with some key informants in-
cluding mutual support group leaders, local elders and
Abageres (a form of kebele political leaders who have a
stake in PSNP targeting), and development agents (DA’s)
on several issues. Additional data on household social net-
work characteristics were collected from 70 households
using semi-structured interviews. In all cases, household
size, sex, and seniority to the program were considered in
the selection of respondents. All the respondents men-
tioned in this study were identified by their pseudonyms.
Ethnography is multi-modal. A complementary set of

multiple data collection techniques were used to cover
the various aspects of the study and ensure trustworthi-
ness and reliability. On-site observations and semi-struc-
tured and unstructured in-depth interviews were used
(following Brewer 2000). On-site/participant observa-
tions allowed the researcher to capture social meanings
and ordinary activities by involving the researcher par-
ticipating directly in the setting and enter the world of
the people under study. Observation was made on sev-
eral occasions, including during safety net payment days
by following people directly to the distribution center
and during the sharing of the safety net (wheat and oil)
and the individuals they share it with. We also partici-
pated in informal discussion with the local people about
safety net targeting. Since there were multiple settings,
the research team used to divide observation sites. While
observing, the researchers were taking extensive infor-
mation and discuss it every night. To examine the sea-
sonal variations in the performance of social networks
and mutual support practices, both time interval and
continuous observations were made between 2014 and
2017. Over the 4-year period, the researchers closely ob-
served the seasonal changes in agricultural production
and how this influenced household food consumption,
sharing, and mutual support behavior in networks and
mutual support groups.
In-depth interviews were conducted with various cat-

egories of respondents. To facilitate a more focused ex-
ploration of the subject, a semi-structured interview

schedule was followed during individual interviews.
However, towards the end of the fieldwork, the re-
searchers depended entirely on unstructured conversa-
tion to acquire thick descriptions and validating
responses. The interview guide consisted of questions on
the respondents’ behavior, opinion, feelings, knowledge,
and socio-demographic characteristics. The checklist
was pilot-tested beforehand in similar communities.
Ambiguous concepts and theoretical ideas difficult to
operationalize and understand were revised. Some ques-
tions in the checklist were accompanied by vignettes;
hypothetical or real scenarios put to respondents for
their comments pertaining how they would respond or
imagine a third party behaving. All interviews were re-
corded using digital audio tapes and field notes. The
field notes have date, time, location, and identities of the
person involved. Prior to the interview, the researchers
read the interviewee a consent form and summary of in-
formation. The document included a brief overview of
the research, confidentiality, and consent (signed by the
interviewee) that they are being audio taped.
In general, the data collection focused on looking evi-

dences together that are indicative of the role of commu-
nity networks towards program targeting, the broader
sharing of the benefits of safety net between beneficiary,
and non-beneficiary households within and outside the
community. Social network data were collected on house-
hold social network characteristics (network size, compos-
ition, and proximity) for resource access and reciprocity,
focusing from whom households have received social
safety net transfer, relationship to the person, frequency of
assistance received, and the location of the person (Mars-
den and Campbell 1984). Information on respondents’
gender and location were collected to examine whether
inter-household differences based on these variables may
be related to differences in social networks and access to
social safety net resources between households.
An iterative and reflexive process was used throughout

the data collection (Brayman and Burgess 2005) and
analysis process. This approach supported the re-
searchers in collecting useful data throughout the data
collection process and look for additional information
for the next step of the data collection (Ortlipp 2008).
Thus, to guide the next step in data collection, already
available data was analyzed in a rapid and preliminary
way. This allowed identifying gaps in information (e.g.,
through seemingly inconsistent information indicating
that there was a “missing link”) as well as to identify pos-
sible explanatory variables that could be checked for val-
idity during the next interview, or key informant
interview and then amended as necessary. Once field-
work was completed, the data was analyzed using rapid
analysis (Beebe 2001) and interpretive discourse analysis
(Hardy et al. 2004). The rapid analysis was conducted
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after each data collection process so as to identify add-
itional information (Beebe 2001) that are needed in the re-
search. For instance, the in-depth interviews with sampled
households in the community indicated links between
household social network characteristics and access to
safety net resources. The following discussion was used to
explore household factors that enhance or constrain
household access to social networks for accessing re-
sources. These factors were then used in other in-depth
interviews and other methods to crosscheck and validate
information and causal links between the different aspects.
Interpretive or relational content analysis (Hardy et al.
2004) was applied to analyze qualitative data collected
through in-depth interviews and field observations. Inter-
pretive content analysis approach integrates content and
discourse analysis. Such data was analyzed and categorized
by looking not only at the text (or content analysis part)
but also its relationship to its context where meanings are
produced to the intention of the producer of the text or
reaction of the intended audience (discourse analysis). In
general, following Creswell (2007), ethnographic data was
analyzed following five major steps: data organizing, cod-
ing and developing theme, describing, interpreting, and
representing. First of all, since all interviews were con-
ducted in Afan-oromo language, interview transcripts were
first transcribed to Afan Oromo and then translated to
Amharic and English, respectively. Then, the researchers
organized data using MS word. Each interview transcript
was separately identified by file name that identifies each
from others. Qualitative data were then coded line by line
and organized into themes. To gain an in-depth under-
standing of personal stories and interview responses for
each respondent, the transcriptions was read and reread
repeatedly. The coded interview transcripts were then cat-
egorized using predefined concepts and additional coding
categories emerged during the coding process. Major
themes that emerged in the categorization include social
safety net targeting, social networks in targeting safety net
and resource sharing, household network characteristics,
and household factors determining household access to
social networks and social safety nets. Based on the
themes emerged, sections with similar themes were
merged accordingly.
In general, data were triangulated using multiple data

sources and methods of data collection; structured and
unstructured interviews and on-site observations. Ac-
cordingly, to triangulate data, the researchers checked
interview data against observations from all the re-
searchers. The researchers did not find any substantial
differences among these sources.

Results and discussions
The results of this study explain the key features of the
social safety net program, namely, targeting of safety net

and how social capital is or is not considered in the
process, and the resultant social effects on the intended
beneficiaries. The results also explain how the key fea-
tures of social capital influence the targeting of social
safety net program. The data for this study was accessed
using qualitative methods. The questions which this
study addressed relate to the beneficiaries, non-
beneficiaries, implementing agencies, and their experi-
ences in the safety net program. The result was based on
key questions: how is the safety net targeted in the case
study community? How do people perceive about the
safety net program? How do the different actors (benefi-
ciaries, non-beneficiaries, and other targeting agencies)
participate in the process? How do people (beneficiaries
and non-beneficiaries) share resources through social
networks? How do the characteristics of social networks
mediate household access to the safety net resources?
The results were presented, discussed, analyzed, and
interpreted using major themes and narratives. The
major themes were social safety net targeting, social net-
works and resource sharing, household social network
characteristics, and household factors determining ac-
cess to social networks and social safety nets. The
themes and supporting quotations for those themes are
presented for each aspect of the questions.

Targeting the public safety net
Beneficiary selection or targeting—setting rules and
practice for allocating benefits to the neediest members
of society—is at the heart of social safety net transfer.
The role of effective targeting is especially evident in
communities such as “Babile” where needs are greatly
relative to available resources. In this case, the choice of
appropriate targeting is crucial to carefully target scarce
resources to the poorest segments of the population.
However, this is often easier said than done. Often prob-
lem arises when people are targeted using pre-defined
criteria using concepts that are not locally understood.
In this case, an important source of tension (between
local people and selection taskforces) in the targeting of
safety net to the poor at local community level arises
from the conceptual understanding of “who is and who
is not poor?” and the concept of “poverty” itself. For in-
stance, in the study site, often beneficiaries were identi-
fied using key household poverty indicators as specified
in the program implementation manual (PIM) for
PSNP—considering the assessment of household asset
ownership and household food security status (by mak-
ing a distinction between concepts of chronic and acute
food insecurity). The latter focuses on household defi-
ciencies in food consumption, and this is done by com-
bining self-targeting with government-defined standard
indicators of food insecurity—with more than 3 months
of food shortage in the previous year being the indicator
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of food insecurity. How these parameters are subjective
and how they are applied in a specific context exclude
would-be beneficiaries. This is where social capital
founded within the community social support system
would be instrumental to ensure fairness by allowing the
community to participate in the identification of the
needy households that desperately deserve support from
the safety net.
Another problem was that the procedure for benefi-

ciary selection itself was problematic. In the research
sites, the process of beneficiary selection starts with a
comprehensive profiling of the households in the vil-
lages. In such processes, the sources and amount of data
available about a household are critical. In the study
sites, very limited information is available. In practice,
identification of beneficiaries was affected by availability
of detailed information about vulnerable households.
When the criteria for identifying the beneficiaries are ex-
ternally determined like it was in this case, all members
of the community feel they are entitled since this is a
government program. The challenge arises from the ex-
tent to which the community is involved in determining
the beneficiaries, including generating socially acceptable
information about the households.
There was the difficulty of identifying the most needy

households due to a lack of detailed information. Often,
the screening of beneficiaries by CFSTFs is conducted
by consulting a repository or a document that has the
names of Kebele residents. This document hardly pro-
vides detailed information about the asset endowments
and food insecurity situation of the households. As a re-
sult, targeting vulnerable households were mostly carried
out by relying on the personal memories, knowledge,
and subjective judgment of DAs and Abageres who have
limited information about the vulnerability status of the
households in the Kebele. With this limited information
about households and lack of community involvement
made the process less transparent and highly conten-
tious within the villages. This is demonstrated by a large
number of households excluded and claims that the
CFSTF erred in their decisions. Majority of households
(27 out of 30) including beneficiary households believed
that assessment was not made based on accurate infor-
mation regarding the actual vulnerability status of
households. In this light, people argue that the criteria
applied do not take into account the social dynamics
and the local context—mainly referring to the local un-
derstanding of poverty and affluence as opposed to the
scientific construct of poverty and food insecurity used
in the PIM. This is contrary to what is stipulated in the
PIM that permits adapting the national guideline for
beneficiary targeting based on the local context. There
was a feeling that the community is best placed to define
realistic and inclusive criteria for identification of the

beneficiaries but they are not involved. Food insecurity,
for example, is not merely associated with a lack of land
to cultivate food but there are several other social factors
related to it, which the community understands better
than the CFSTFs. For instance, Ahmed is a 45-year-old
school guard with 7 children from Babile. He narrated
his exclusion experience as the following:

I do not understand how households were assessed.
I have an ailment and have not been able to farm
for almost ten years now and I have to feed my
seven children. I have land but could not lease it
out for income because it is located near a conflict
prone area with bordering Somali pastoralists. The
only source of income I have to make ends meet is
a 300 birr salary (equivalent of USD 15). I have been
looking forward to PSNP to assist me but I have not
been enrolled because I am considered to have a
salary and I have land. Yet I see many who are in
better position than I am getting enrolled into the
program. They cannot consider my health status. I
have been relying on my neighbors for support but
this cannot be sustained much longer. My children
are severely malnourished and I can’t bear seeing
my children die of hunger. Several times, I have
contemplated committing suicide.

Such a case depicts not only a lack of appropriate in-
formation about households but also using indicators
that are not realistic. Having a salary without taking into
account how much is earned in relation to the family
needs, and ownership of land without taking into ac-
count its usage, is unrealistic and unfair. The problem is
that the government manual makes a simplistic assump-
tion that there is a clear demarcation between the two
forms of food insecurity (transitory and chronic) at the
local community level. However, in practice, there is a
fine line between the two forms as the two often overlap.
Such blurred classification of food insecurity adopted by
the manual of PSNP always has a tendency to exclude
deserving beneficiaries, often making target susceptible
to abuse and bias. The hope for some of the individuals
like the school guard, Ahmed, in the above case is sup-
port from social networks and migration. Support from
the neighbors (a form of social capital) is what sustains
this family with the hope that a solution (like the safety
net program) might emerge.
The officials responsible for the implementation of the

program claim it is too costly to generate detailed vul-
nerability information for every household so that they
had to rely on best available indicators. However, it
should be noted that the community has more reliable
information about each household and if engaged, would
enable better decisions at no cost.
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Kedir is an official working in the food security bureau
for over a decade and a member of the taskforce. He
mentioned the following:

We need to find a cost effective method of identifying
the poor to increase coverage of the needy house-
holds. The criteria we use to identify beneficiaries
often defeat the very purpose the program. The
statistics from the district office show that most of
the needy recipients are not getting the support due
to deficiencies in information about households.
Some of our workers also exploit this to abuse the
system to give food to those who do not deserve.

Even within such situations, the involvement of the
community is the cheapest way to ensure equity and
fairness. The social capital of the community is in itself
an institution with rich data that would be exploited for
better targeting of the beneficiaries of such a program.
People in Babile have their own ways of categorizing

households in the basis of poverty. This is part of the
community’s indigenous knowledge that is being used
by mutual support groups for a long time. For instance,
with regard to wealth, the community categorizes house-
holds as Tujara (the rich), Woya (middle class), and
Miskina (the poorest). Each of these wealth categories
are further operationalized based on possession of differ-
ent livelihood assets. The Miskina’s are the ones that
have chronic food insecurity. However, what happens
most of the time is that the Tujara and Woya categories
are the ones targeted to safety net program. During our
field work, several households reported that this is cur-
rently becoming a source of social tension and resent-
ment between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of
safety net program, and the food security taskforces.
The community’s way of categorizing household if ap-

plied or at least integrated within the existing formal tar-
geting procedure would not create tensions in the
community between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries.
Otherwise, the program introduced ill-feeling amongst
community members, in a way destabilizing a commu-
nity that would be otherwise stable and cohesive even
with their challenges of food insecurity. The tensions
created in the community will probably have a more
long-lasting impact than the food crisis.
One of the local leaders expressed it this way:

In my view, the agencies are trying to unnecessarily
complicate matters to exclude more poor people.
The program must fit in our social context including
our social categorization as defined by the commu-
nity. We have a socially acceptable categorization of
the community members which this program has
distorted.

The fundamental reason for categorization and screen-
ing of the beneficiaries is that the program does not have
enough resources to provide for the entire community
in which 95% of the households are classified as poor.
To ensure equity and transparency in such circumstances,
relying on the local knowledge and societal stratification is
critical. In the social stratification by the community, there
are relations, which are part of the social capital rooted in
the community’s local knowledge. Involving community
members in defining the social categories in a way
strengthens the social ties, trust, and mutual support in-
stead of creating tensions like it happened in this case.
This finding is consistent with Misselhorn (2009) who
highlighted the importance of considering locally under-
stood proxies for social capital in food security interven-
tions and more broadly to the importance of understanding
context-specific interactions.
But how to integrate the local social capital system in

targeting safety net is a question that should be answered.
Responses obtained from informants, including experts,
local food security taskforces, and mutual support group
leaders, are summarized into two major categories. The
first category was in favor of customizing the PSNP guide-
lines in line with the traditional system and suggests the
inclusion of locally defined criteria of poverty as used in
the local system for wealth classifications.
Addisu, 37 is a member of the taskforce. He said the

following:

Such knowledge already exists within the commu-
nity. The local categorization system is the same
system the local government uses to categorize
people based on their wealth level for different ac-
tivities such as providing emergency food aid. Such
methods should be used in the safety net program.

The second mechanism was to use selected mutual
support groups as a vehicle in targeting the deserving
beneficiaries. Respondents argued that the safety net
program can target organized mutual support groups in-
stead of individual households. Respondents cited histor-
ical evidence to support their argument. For instance,
Abdella (a local elder), 85, remembers how working with
local groups used to be a common practice during the
socialist regime. He mentioned that organized mutual
support groups such as burial groups, saving groups, and
women’s groups used to connect the poor to develop-
ment agencies and provide reliable information about
the poor.
In such a case, working with such groups can have

several advantages: first, within each group information
on targeting deserving beneficiaries is more readily avail-
able on program participants. This is likely to limit the
problem of information asymmetry on the poor. Second,
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it avoids or at least minimizes targeting errors within
existing groups, and this ensures the selection of the de-
serving beneficiaries. Third, by minimizing the cost of
collecting information (that would have been otherwise
spent in collecting information about the poor), it helps
to redirect more resources to the poor. This finding is
echoed by several studies (e.g., Clarke and Dercon 2009;
del Ninno and Mills 2015; Dercon and Krishnan 2003)
who also argued that working with local groups is an ef-
ficient way of reaching the deserving households in vul-
nerable communities.

The role of social capital in safety net program
The possibility to draw on bonding and bridging net-
works of kin, neighbors, and friends is an important wel-
fare practice in Babile. The result shows that social
networks facilitate the wider sharing of safety net re-
sources to the community members, including those
needy recipients excluded from the program. The redis-
tributive role of social networks in the safety net pro-
gram is clearly evident during the safety net “payment
season,” where you see an act of selfless generosity. Dur-
ing this time, children from beneficiary households will
be busy delivering packages of cooked food, oil, and
flour to the neighbors, relatives, and the elderly without
a safety net.
To examine the redistributive effect of informal net-

works and whether safety net sharing takes place be-
tween households, we studied percentages of exchanges
between and among beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries
of the program. The majority of the beneficiaries inter-
viewed (19 out of 30 households) shared up to a quarter
of their payment (wheat and oil or cooked food) with
less-privileged network members, such as family mem-
bers and neighbors that were not targeted by the pro-
gram (Fig. 1 below).
Such sharing took different forms and motives. Some-

times transfers are given out as part of a preexisting

reciprocal transfer between households (this form of giv-
ing/receiving is reported by 40% of the respondents)—“I
help you out today and you will help me tomorrow.”
This form of sharing is an insurance policy to get
support next time. Transfers are also made to poorer
households unconditionally (reported by 24% of the re-
spondents) without expecting reciprocal favors in return.
Some households shared a part of their quota to elderly
and disabled neighbors and close kin that are in a des-
perate condition than themselves. Another form of shar-
ing is the one that took place within family members
(reported by 21% of the respondents). For instance, a
safety net targeted for elderly parents trickledown to
children without an income. In Babile, elderly beneficiar-
ies mostly live among poor children or other caretakers.
Sharing also took place between non-beneficiary house-
holds (14% of the respondents). There were several ex-
amples whereby the non-beneficiary households shared
the safety net received through informal sharing circles
to less privileged family members or neighbors without a
safety net. Such sharing represents a form of redistribu-
tion rooted in local social capital practices.
To emphasize this, Hindo, 35, is a female non-

beneficiary. She said the following:

My neighbors are my safety net. They always share
with me what they get from the safety net program.
I am always thankful to God for blessing me with
such a selfless neighbors and living in such a sup-
portive community. Whenever they receive their
quota, they ensure that they share something with
me.

This is evidence that the program excludes some of the
most needy, but even in this circumstance, such house-
holds survive on their social capital. The social capital al-
lows the redistribution of the benefits from the safety net
program for those who are entitled but deprived because
of the loopholes in identifying needy households. In so
doing, social networks allow poorer households to access
food and can also compensate for some of the targeting
errors that were involved in the program. This finding is
consistent with Amornsiriphong and Piemyat (2011) as
well as Dercon and Krishnan (2003) who also noted that
social capital and informal sharing networks function as
means of a social safety net and social protection in poor
communities and allow for the wide dispersal of program
resources.

Household social network characteristics and access to
social safety net
The above findings suggest the sharing of safety net re-
sources through social networks. Such sharing is medi-
ated by household social network characteristics. Under

Fig. 1 Data on the proportion of the different type of horizontal
sharing (field survey)
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this section, we shall examine how household network
characteristics, including social network size, network
composition, and proximity of social networks, facilitate
the sharing of social safety net resources.

Regarding social network size
The study found links between network size and access
to an informal sharing of safety net. Non-beneficiary re-
spondents having more bonding ties (with friends, family
members, and neighbors) and bridging ties (particularly
with households from other villages) who are receiving
safety net were likely to receive safety net resources from
more sources. Households that regularly participate in
community activities across and within villages were
likely to have bigger network size, hence more access to
the social safety net transfer. Conversely, spatially disad-
vantaged and less socially connected households were
the least likely to receive a social safety net transfer than
very well-connected individuals. For instance, newly set-
tled households from our samples had difficulties getting
support not only for the safety net transfer but also for
other types of support.
To emphasize this, one of the development agents said

the following:

In most cases, mobilizing resources is conditional
upon a household having the necessary linkages
with community members. This requires individuals
to socialize, build trust, and be accepted as an “ac-
tive” member of the community. Being “active” also
constitutes to live closer to people, regularly partici-
pate in community meetings, and attending funeral
services.

This is evidence that social network size is a very cru-
cial parameter in accessing safety net transfers from
other households.

Household network composition
Family or kin, neighborhood, and belonging to same
mutual support groups were the three most frequently
reported network types in the sharing of the safety net
resources. Family represents the most important source
of support in Babile. In fact, most safety net shared to
non-beneficiary households reported to have come
through a bonding social networks of close family mem-
bers or in-laws. It is reported that needy households that
are having a network structure of more close family
members receiving safety net were likely to receive more
safety net transfer than networks composed of friends or
acquaintances. The amount of transfer is also reported
to be higher when safety net transfer (both given out
and received) is made within networks of close kin as
compared to safety net shared between networks of

more distant relations. Neighborhood is another import-
ant relationship in the social safety net sharing. Living in
a neighborhood network of more safety net beneficiaries
provide the needy households with more access to an in-
formal sharing of safety net resources. There is a reli-
gious and cultural perspective to this kind of sharing.
Culturally, a neighbor has a special right and privilege
from his neighbor’s food—this also includes food from
safety net transfer. For instance, it is considered a crime
for the person to eat until he is full while his neighbor is
starving. Even the customary law accords the person
some right to file a complaint against such stingy neigh-
bors. For this reason, food is widely considered commu-
nal and most times is used to strengthen relations and
social capital for this matter. That is why it is a common
practice throughout the case study community to dine
outside of the house (so that they can be seen by neigh-
bors). This is also an act of inviting a starving neighbor
including a passerby to join in their plate.
In this connection, an elder once said the following:

The Babile’s rarely build a fence or any kind of
physical barriers between houses. Neighbors see
each other not only as people living next to each
other but also as a resource. You know, in our trad-
ition, we first say ‘Allah’/God and then, we say ‘Olla’
(neighbors); meaning next to God, who always
comes for help is your neighbor. Sharing your food
is the least one can do to nurture good relationship.

This indicates how neighbors or bonding capital pro-
vide those excluded from the safety net with more reli-
able access to program resources. This is an example of
how the right to access food denied to the needy by the
formal institution is safeguarded by traditional social
norms that allow the sharing of food to needy neighbors
through social networks. This way, neighborhood net-
works allow redistribution of the safety net to needy
neighbors. This finding agrees with Bernier and Mein-
zen-Dick (2014) who reported the role of bonding social
capital (networks composed of close networks of neigh-
borhood and kin connections) in accessing useful re-
sources in Ethiopia.

Regarding social network proximity
It is found that networks that provide the most re-
sources between households were predominantly bond-
ing types or located within the villages. This makes it
difficult for some needy households to mobilize re-
sources outside their villages. This was especially a chal-
lenge for the needy households residing in villages with
a small number of safety net receiving households. The
study findings show that some of the households that
have more bonding and bridging connections with social
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safety net beneficiaries both from within and outside
their villages were likely to receive more safety net
resources.
In general, these findings suggest that social networks

facilitate access to social safety net resources, including
those needy households excluded from the program.
This is mediated by the characteristics of social net-
works, including its size, composition, and proximity. At
the same time, a variation arising from differences in the
household social network characteristics may affect
household’s access to an informal sharing of safety net
resources. These findings are consistent with Obaa and
Mazur (2016) and Heemskerk et al. (2004).

Household factors determining access to social networks
and safety net resources
Other than the network characteristics, inter-household
differences (in terms of gender, education and wealth)
influence household social networks for resource access.
Such differences may, in turn, create and/or reinforce
unequal access not only to informal sharing of safety net
resources but also to target for the public safety net pro-
gram. To understand how household characteristics
affect access to social networks and hence, the public
safety net, results were analyzed below separately—for
formal safety net transfer through “informal sharing cir-
cles” and through “direct targeting.”

Household factors affecting social networks and access to
safety net through “sharing networks”
Generally, household social network characteristics are af-
fected by household characteristics. Wealthier, better edu-
cated, and households with male heads were more likely
to have diverse social networks as compared to poorer,
less educated, and female-headed households (Table 1).
Such differences in household social network characteris-
tics arising from variations in household characteristics, in
turn, reinforce variations in access to resources. This
includes social safety net sharing received through hori-
zontal networks. As indicated below (Table 1), non-
beneficiary households with poorer, less educated, and a
female head received social safety net sharing from net-
works primarily located from within the local community.
In contrast, non-beneficiary households with richer, better
educated, and male household heads have received infor-
mal safety net transfer from social networks located both
from within and outside the local community. This find-
ing implies that different household characteristics may
mean different types of connections and hence variations
in access to safety net resources.
However, certain aspects of household characteristics

require further contextualization. Though households
with a male head on average have better access to social
safety net transfer coming from networks located both

within and outside the local community (see Table 1
above), households with a female head have better access
to social safety net transfer from networks composed of
kin, friends, and neighbors that are primarily located
within the local community. The respondents (i.e., 62
out of 70 households) have indicated that households
whose heads are a female were more likely to receive
safety net sharing via a horizontal connection coming
from close kin and neighbors primarily located within
the villages. This is indicative that within the local com-
munity, women have more horizontal connections for
accessing food-related items than male-headed house-
holds. This is shaped and facilitated by the traditional
gender roles of women. For instance, traditionally inter-
household reciprocities involving food-related items are
the responsibility of women since they are also primarily
responsible for cooking and managing the household’s
food. Men on the other hand mainly engage in reciproci-
ties for labor or cash. With food sharing predominantly
considered to be woman’s role, it is not thus surprising
that female-headed households have more access to the
social safety net transfer coming from informal
networks.

Household factors affecting social network and access to
safety net program through “direct targeting”
Some of the household characteristics that affect social
network characteristics for accessing safety net resources
(through informal sharing between households) discussed
above also influence the ability to access social safety net
program through direct targeting which requires vertical
social networks. Field data suggested that inter-household
differences in access to vertical connection suggest varia-
tions to target for social safety net program among house-
holds. To measure vertical connection for beneficiary and
non-beneficiary households, respondents were asked one
common question: do you know someone or are you
somehow related to a person among the food security
taskforces (such as development agents, local leaders,
community food security taskforces or higher official)? If
the answer to this question is a yes, then the person will
be requested to indicate the type/nature of relationships
(such as kin, friends, acquaintances, and the friend of a
friend). Based on these questions, we found important
linkages between having a vertical connection and the
ability to target for a safety net program. For instance, the
majority of current beneficiaries (21 out of 30 households)
were vertically connected to either one of the food security
taskforces or had someone outside the taskforces who can
help to lobby for them.
Further, to understand the significance of having one

of these vertical ties, households were asked to rank the
different types of vertical connections based on their
level of importance to target for safety net program
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(Fig. 2 below). The results show that households in
whose social networks have a close kin from among
one of the food security taskforces were considered to
be at an advantaged position to target for safety net
program (ranked by 35%) as compared to having a close
friend with one of the food security taskforces (26%).
Similarly, having someone in one’s network (official
from the food security office or someone with import-
ant political position) outside the taskforces is consid-
ered to be the third most important vertical connection
to target for safety net program (ranked by 25%).
Personal acquaintances with one of the food security
taskforces is with the least significance. If someone was
both a close kin and friend with one of the food secur-
ity taskforces as well as knows some authorities simul-
taneously, the relationship was considered most
important to target for safety net program.
Finally, to examine the interhousehold variations in ac-

cess to social networks and hence the public safety net,
household’s wealth level, gender, and levels of education
were considered. In relation to wealth, we found indica-
tions that suggest links between household wealth level,
access to social networks, and safety net program. How-
ever, this is not in a way that one would normally ex-
pect, namely, a safety net to be allocated for resource-
poor households and with limited access to social net-
works. Several households (32 out of 70 respondents)
have reported that the household’s ability to target for
the safety net improves with improved asset holding.
Wealthier households have more chances to vertically
connect with the food security taskforces and target for
the safety net program. This is also supported by data
obtained from observations and interviews. For instance,
within the villages, the ability to establish a vertical net-
work with the DAs to targeting for safety net program
increases with the ability to regularly host local food se-
curity taskforces at one’s house. And this mostly im-
proves with having good houses, the ability to cook good

meals, buy bottled water, and serve good coffee and milk
to the DAs.
To emphasize this, a woman once said the following:

It is not only your actual need for food that matters,
but also your connection with the DAs. And this re-
quires a sacrifice a poor person like me cannot af-
ford -a good house and a clean meal. I wouldn’t
have applied for safety net if I had those things in
the first place.

The above is an example of how variations in house-
hold’s access to a certain type of social networks (not-
ably vertical networks) arising from the differences in
household asset holding exclude the poorest households
to target for a public safety net. Such is an example of
corrupt institutional practices that put actors in an
asymmetric relationship of hierarchy, dependence, and
exploitations. This finding is consistent with Petrikova
and Chadha (2013) and Caeyers and Dercon (2012) who
found that people with vertical social networks were
more likely to be part of a social program.
Access to a public safety net can be reinforced by

household’s educational level. The household’s “negotiat-
ing capacity” in targeting for the social safety net, here
defined as a function of a household’s capacity to access
“vertical networks” for linking with the food security
taskforce, increases with education. The ability to ma-
nipulate personal networks and understand the bureau-
cratic procedures involved in the safety net program is
often found to be pivotal in targeting for PSNP in the
study site. “Better educated households can easily net-
work and establish personal relationships with DAs and
other food security taskforces”, said one of the senior
food security experts from Babile. By their connections
with the food security taskforces, they can successfully
navigate through the bureaucratic procedures involved
in the program. For instance, one of the biggest

Fig. 2 Household ranking of vertical ties for safety net targeting (field survey)
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challenges in access to the safety net program is the
availability of adequate information on the eligibility cri-
teria and the extent to which it is understood by the
local people. Better educated households, that are also
closer to the Das, have more capacity to navigate
through the bureaucratic procedures successfully, ac-
quire more information, and better understand the eligi-
bility criteria. This, in turn, allows them to better
negotiate and even challenge decisions regarding the
outcome of targeting.
To explain this situation an elder said the following:

Several households that could have been eligible did
not claim for the safety net simply due to the lack
of adequate information on eligibility criteria. Most
households would not even ask the reason for their
rejections. The educated people among us are the
bravest. They confront DAs. They speak during
community meetings. To avoid facing confronta-
tions with educated individuals, the DAs mostly stay
in their company and facilitate their enrollment in
the program.

Such cases demonstrate how the household’s level of
education may influence the ability to access certain
types of connections to target for a safety net program.
Though a better educational level empowers the vulner-
able to understand the eligibility criteria and fight mis-
chiefs, it should not count as a factor in targeting for the
safety net program. Uneducated households with the real
felt need for food assistance must not be discriminated
against due to their inability to vertically network with
the targeting agencies. This is also consistent with
Heemskerk et al. (2004) who found that education and
centrality in community networks influence not only ac-
cess to social capital but also access to the public safety
net.
Gender-based differences in access to social networks

between men and women also suggest variations in ac-
cess to the safety net program. Several respondents (41
out of 70 households) have reported that a household
whose head is a female is likely to experience difficulties
to target for PSNP. This is despite the fact that women,
including single mothers, widowed women, and elderly
women represent the disproportionate majority of the
poor households in the localities. This disparity to target
for the safety net program is manifested by the number
of male and female beneficiaries in the program. For in-
stance, of all the program beneficiaries, women account
only less than 10%. Such a lack of representation of
women in the program is partially due to the differences
between men and women in accessing important infor-
mation on the eligibility criteria, which mostly requires
establishing a vertical network with the targeting

agencies. In most cases, women are shy in contacting
one of the food security taskforces for possible guidance.
Even in the cases of targeting exclusions or premature
graduation (early evictions from the program), which
female-headed households frequently face, women are
less likely to make a successful appeal. One of the non-
beneficiary respondents said, “Women would find it dif-
ficult in navigating through the bureaucratic procedure
in making a successful appeal, which also requires hav-
ing connections and the public speaking ability that
women rarely possess.” Women’s access to the social
safety net program is also constrained by structural fac-
tors. For instance, to target for a safety net program
within the villages often requires households to actively
participate in compulsory meetings and campaigns orga-
nized by the DAs office. It is reported that (43 out of 70
households) a household’s visibility for being recom-
mended for the safety net program increases as they
regularly participate in such activities, connect with the
food security taskforces, and gain more social capital.
However, women face difficulties in attending such ac-
tivities and connecting with food security taskforces as
compared to men. Nearly all women respondents have
underscored that they do not have the leisure time to
participate in such activities as they are too busy with
domestic responsibilities.
In general, the findings based on the household vari-

ables suggest that a household’s ability to target for a
safety net program is affected by access to social net-
works, which, in turn, is mediated by household-level
factors such as education, gender, and asset endow-
ments. Such differences often work to the disadvantage
of the poorest households, such as women and other re-
source-poor households. Thus, it is important that social
safety net targeting should consider these groups of
households. This finding is consistent with Devereux et
al. (2017), Misselhorn (2009), and Heemskerk et al.
(2004) who noted the importance of considering house-
hold-level factors and the inclusion of social capital
based indices in targeting safety net program.

Policy implications and conclusions
This study aimed to examine the role of social capital in
targeting a safety net intervention in vulnerable commu-
nities in eastern Ethiopia. The findings on the role of so-
cial capital show the redistributive roles of social capital
(bonding and bridging types) in the safety net interven-
tions. The presence of mutual sharing networks has an
additional effect that can improve the targeting efficiency
of the public safety net program. This is mediated by the
cognitive and structural elements of social capital and
the characteristics of social networks, including its size,
composition, and proximity. This finding is consistent
with Dercon and Krishnan (2003) as well as Clarke and
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Dercon (2009) who reported that the presence of a pub-
lic safety net transfer to some households in the commu-
nity has an extra effect on consumption for non-targeted
households due to a wider reallocation of social net-
works. This suggests that social networks can result in
better efficiency of the distributions and coverage of so-
cial assistance programs and compensates for some of
the adverse selection errors involved during beneficiary
identification.
At the same time, inter-household differences in access

to social networks mediated by household level factors,
such as gender, education, and wealth, can reinforce and/
or create unequal access to target for the social safety net
transfer. Surprisingly, a household’s ability to target the
social safety net program improves as they gain the ability
to access more vertically connections with the food secur-
ity taskforces, and this improves with improved literary
abilities, familiarity with bureaucratic procedures, and im-
proved household asset holding. Such differences some-
times exclude and discriminate against most marginal
groups including women and other resource-poor house-
holds that cannot access vertical networks. This finding is
consistent with Heemskerk et al. (2004) who found evi-
dence that power and relational differences that exist be-
tween households generate unequal access not only to
social capital but also to target for the safety net program,
which is, in theory, indiscriminate. A social safety net
available for those with the most social capital and house-
hold assets defeats the purpose of the safety net program.
Instead, it creates inequality and jealousy among commu-
nity members and may affect the future cooperative be-
havior between beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of the
safety net program (Bernier and Meinzen-Dick 2014;
Getachew et al. 2018). However, none of these suggest the
“dark sides” of social capital as evidenced by Compton
(2018) and Di Falco and Bulte (2011). Instead, this shows
the presence of a corrupt institutional system that manip-
ulates existing systems/social capital of the poor and puts
actors in an asymmetric relationship of hierarchy and
exploitations.
To reiterate, our findings show that access to a func-

tional and diversified social capital resources by house-
holds (bonding, bridging, and linking) can lead to
improved social safety net effectiveness. This is contrary
to the findings by Compton (2018) who found no evi-
dence of social capital leading to improved social welfare
effectiveness. Our evidence suggested that the wide pres-
ence of local social capital practices can improve effect-
iveness of social welfare interventions. This is in line
with the theories of social capital as articulated by Wool-
cock and Narayan (2000) and Putnam (2000) that social
capital improves the effectiveness of development inter-
ventions. It is thus important to promote social capital.
A failure in social capital can trigger a failure in a public

intervention and undermine the design of sustainable
safety net programs.
As far as the implication of these findings in the targeting

of effective humanitarian responses is concerned, integrat-
ing a social capital perspective in the early design and im-
plementation of a social safety net program could help
improve the targeting of a social transfer program for those
with the most need. Since the lack of social capital is also
associated with the vulnerability of some households when
it comes to accessing the social safety net, the inclusion of
social capital proxies (both during the beneficiary selection
and impact evaluations) can help in targeting the most
needy households and evaluate its impact on the social cap-
ital of the poor. Gender-sensitive social safety net targeting
and program design aimed at improving the social capital
and asset holding of women and other vulnerable groups
could help enhance the resilience of resource-poor. This
decision can be guided by gender-disaggregated informa-
tion and household social network maps showing inter-
household differences in access to social capital resources.
This may include identifying the type of networks possessed
by each household and their network relationships with the
targeting agencies.
In conclusion, the reform towards regular, long-term,

and predictable social safety nets of resources is a com-
mendable act in assisting the poor build their resilience
to shocks. But such actions should not undermine the
role of indigenous informal safety nets and the social
networks in targeting the program. The paradigm advo-
cated in this study proposes a social capital perspective
to development assistance and engage the affected com-
munities in the process of targeting the safety net inter-
vention. Social transfer programs can better target the
poorest household if they improvise their targeting cri-
teria based on the indigenous knowledge system and the
social context these interventions are embedded under.
This will require policy-makers and agencies to
recognize and appreciate that communities have distinct
notions of social justice. Working closely with mutual
support group leaders can increase the availability to
lower the cost of information on the targeting of the
most needy household, redirect more resources to the
poor, and minimize conflict between community mem-
bers. In this regard, an important direction for future re-
search is to examine how social capital and the local
knowledge system can be effectively integrated into the
effective localization of humanitarian response in vulner-
able communities. In-depth research is also required to
identify which aspects and characteristics of social cap-
ital are useful for targeting targeted interventions.
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