
Poor in Status, Rich in Records - Exclusion of Vulnerable Persons in Social Register? 
 

Written by Saheed Mustafa, the article seeks to highlight the level of inclusion in the process of targeting 
the poor and vulnerable persons during the development of a Social Register as against universal 
coverage. It also seeks to ascertain if the social register has the potential to exclude a large number of 
the poor and vulnerable in Nigeria. The article also queries the effectiveness of the targeting process 
(PMT) in reaching the poor and vulnerable in Nigeria. While a specific position was not taken (mainly due 
to paucity of empirical evidence on the effectiveness of the PMT-CBT process in Nigeria), the piece calls 
for more research to respond to the pondering question.  

 

In the „poverty capital of the world‟- an unenviable description of Nigeria- tackling issues of 

poverty calls for innovative and proactive approaches to reduce the sheer number of poor and 

vulnerable people. With Nigeria said to have the largest number of people living in extreme 

poverty in the world, the country is truly in a desperate place. Considering the poor state of its 

healthcare, education, unemployment and the increasing level of inequality, the possibility of 

having the richest man in Africa living in the same country (Nigeria) with perhaps the poorest 

man in Africa is not as mind boggling as it might sound. The above statement is by no means an 

exaggeration, especially with the increasing number of beggars operating on the streets of major 

cities in Nigeria.  

 

Rhetoric from the government proclaiming its desire to tackle poverty in Nigeria has never been 

lacking. In fact, in recognition of the widening gulf between the „haves and the have nots‟ the 

government through its various development plans have consistently stated its aspiration to 

flatten the inequality curve. The NV: 20:2020 in particular aspires to “translating that growth 

(economic growth) into equitable social development for all citizens with improved living 

standards.” In the same vein, the Economic Recovery and Growth Plan (ERGP, 2017-2020) 

places priority on investment in the “Nigerian people by increasing social inclusion and creating 

jobs.” In 2019, President Muhammadu Buhari committed to lifting 100 million Nigerians out of 

poverty in 10 years. Not a few people have considered this promise ambitious and have 

wondered if the country‟s leadership has the will and capacity to deliver, considering past 

experiences. In the face of the widespread poverty and the bleak economic outlook, the 

apprehension is understood and can be justified, as many might and for good reason, not share in 

the President‟s optimism. This is not to say that the Buhari administration has only paid lip 

service to the poverty challenges the country faces. Indeed, many would argue that the 

administration‟s effort so far (funding and implementation of several social assistance 

programmes, development of social protection policies and creation of the Ministry of 

Humanitarian Affairs, Disaster Management and Social Development to coordinate the 

implementation of non-contributory social protection programmes), represents the country‟s best 

efforts at institutionalizing sustainable social protection interventions.   

 

Like many governments across the globe, the government of Nigeria is increasingly turning to 

social protection as an approach to lifting people out of poverty. But what is social protection 

and why are African policymakers gravitating towards it as an approach to address global 

poverty issues? Similar to  many social concepts, social protection does not have a universal 

definition. Many countries and organisations define social protection how they perceive it, 



however, in a broad sense, social protection can be defined as a set of public actions to address 

poverty, different risks and vulnerabilities. More specifically, the National Social Protection 

Policy (2017), defines it as “…a mix of policies and programmes designed for individuals and 

households throughout the lifecycle to prevent and reduce poverty and socio-economic shocks by 

promoting and enhancing livelihoods and a life of dignity.” The intended outcome of a social 

protection programme is to effectively address the differential socio-economic status among the 

targeted groups. Social protection programmes are generally classified into contributory- social 

security initiatives like pensions and social insurance- and non-contributory- social assistance, 

labour market and social justice initiatives like cash or in-kind transfers, skill training and 

acquisition, school feeding or birth registration programmes.  

 

While it may seem to a casual observer that the government‟s social protection initiatives are 

fairly recent, a quick look at the National Social Protection policy document reveals that  before 

the approval of the social protection policy in 2017, various actors including federal and state 

governments, donor agencies and civil society organisations have funded and implemented some 

form of social protection programmes. Programmes implemented have generally fallen under the 

social assistance category with a few social insurance programmes. In addition to the 

contributory pension and social insurance schemes, the federal government of Nigeria is 

currently implementing four social assistance programmes including Home Grown School 

Feeding Programme, N-Power, Household Uplifting Programme-Conditional Cash Transfer 

(HUP-CCT) and Government Enterprise and Empowerment Programme (GEEP); while Home 

Grown School Feeding Programme is targeted at school children; N-Power is targeted at 

unemployed youths, especially graduates; HUP-CCT targets households at the base of the 

“poverty pyramid”; and GEEP was meant for “traders, artisans, enterprising youth, farmers and 

women in particular. These programmes, which have reached millions of Nigerians and have no 

doubt impacted them positively are components of the National Social Safety Net Programmes 

(NASSP).  

 

Of all of the programmes mentioned above, the HUP-CCT is designed to reach people living in 

extreme poverty, those without a means of livelihood. There is little doubt in the minds of 

experts about the potential of the HUP-CCT to help alleviate the living conditions of many poor 

Nigerians. Therefore, this article is not about the potential of the programme nor is it a debate on 

the potential or real impact on beneficiaries of the programme.  

 

In fact, knowing how successful cash transfer programmes have been in other countries and 

indeed in Nigeria in providing a much-needed safety net for the poor and vulnerable, formed part 

of the reasons for this  article. This potential has raised questions in the minds of many observers 

and indeed experts on whether the targeting approach employed in the HUP-CCT is effective 

enough to  “leave  no one  behind”. This article is not focused on answering that question 

directly; it will however present evidence (particularly from a study conducted by the 

Development Pathways) of programmes that have employed similar targeting approaches. The 

idea is to contribute to the discussion on effective targeting and encourage critical examination of 

the targeting approach used in Nigeria (a combination of Community  Based Targeting (CBT) 

and Proxy Means Testing (PMT).  

  



According to a report by Development Pathways, “debates on effective targeting can generate 

strong emotion…..while some are true-believers in poverty targeting, others argue that a 

universal approach is the most effective.” This statement encapsulates the essence of this article. 

It is important that we keep the discussion alive to evolve a social protection system that can 

reach as many poor and vulnerable Nigerians with the most impact. A study of 38 social 

protection schemes across 23 low- and middle-income countries conducted by Development 

Pathways to “test the relative effectiveness of different approaches to targeting” found that errors 

were high in all programmes and registries tested. It is important to note that this was conducted 

for programmes that used the poverty targeting approach. The study further explained that while 

Brazil's Bolsa Familia scheme‟ which used proxy means testing was the most effective amongst 

the programmes tested, it still excluded 44% of its target beneficiaries. Rwanda‟s Vision 2020 

Umurenge Programme (VUP) which employed community-based targeting was reported to be 

the worst-performing programme with an exclusion error of 97% of its intended beneficiaries. Of 

the 25 programmes or registries with coverage under 25 per cent, 12 had exclusion errors above 

70 per cent and 5 had errors above 90 per cent. Poverty-targeted programmes were consistently 

found to  exclude over half of the poorest quintile of their intended category. The research also 

examined whether programmes with higher coverage or those that employ universal coverage 

were more effective than poverty targeted programmes in reaching both their intended recipients 

and those living in extreme poverty (in other words, the poorest 20 percent of the intended 

category). Not surprisingly, the results indicated that programmes that employ universal 

coverage had less than 10% exclusion error and therefore  able to reach a higher percentage 

of  their intended beneficiaries. An example is Georgia‟s universal Old Age Pension and 

Mongolia‟s universal Child Money scheme both of which had errors below 2 per cent. It is 

interesting to note that the study found that there is a correlation between higher coverage and 

lower errors even within poverty-targeted schemes. Interestingly, Kenya‟s Hunger Safety Net 

Programme showed that combining proxy means testing with community based targeting is 

unlikely to increase targeting effectiveness.  

 

Though no study similar to the one described above has  been conducted in Nigeria to determine 

the effectiveness of the targeting approach, it is clear from the number of the poorest benefiting 

from the HUP-CCT that a large number of poor Nigerians are inadvertently excluded from 

benefiting from the programme. A 2016 World Bank report highlighted that the “process of 

targeting is poorly understood at community level.” It is not uncommon to hear community 

members complain about being captured during the community based targeting process only to 

be left out when beneficiaries were selected. This has potentially caused the erosion of social 

capital and fostered distrust.” At the heart of the targeting decision is the determination of policy 

issues to be addressed, followed by discussions of available resources to address the issue. 

Resource constraints can influence the government‟s decision to choose poverty targeting instead 

of universal targeting. This begs the question, can Nigeria afford universal targeting of poor 

households or is that a burden too heavy for the richly endowed country? On the face of it, 

especially considering the state of the nation‟s finances, the answer would be a resounding no. 

However, it has long been advocated that a more judicious use of the country‟s enormous 

resources would benefit much more people than it is currently benefiting.  

 

I recently participated in a workshop to draft a social protection Bill for a state in Nigeria and the 

proceedings of that workshop bring into sharp focus the common belief that there is a fixed 



group of poor people. It was an unsuccessful attempt to try and explain to a section of the 

participants the need for a re-examination of the targeting approach. It was quite challenging to 

explain what I referred to as the concept of „current poor‟ and the „future poor‟ (future being 

anytime from the next minute). This is based on the understanding that movement into poverty is 

more dynamic than most people would like to admit. Besides, in Nigeria according to prevailing 

statistics, most people are living in poverty and therefore programmes to address poverty ought 

to target as many people as can be found. Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo who won the Nobel 

prize for their work on approaches to tackling poverty explained in their book „Poor Economics‟ 

that the poor are sometimes compelled to spend money on things other than food. The authors 

observed that people who did not have enough to eat or send their children to school or pay for 

health care services when they are sick, had assets like „television sets, DVD players and a cell 

phone.‟ They further explained that things that make life less boring are a priority for the poor. 

They looked at festivals in this light. To buttress this, when I was involved in a programme that 

aimed to encourage rural community people to construct affordable toilets instead of defecating 

in the open, we always wondered why people who claim to be too poor to afford a cheap toilet 

would, in turn, spend a lot of money on weddings and other festivals. According to Banerjee and 

Duflo, these „indulgences' are a result of a well thought out process of savings and are not 

impulsive acquisitions. This explanation challenges the process of weeding out the „affluent‟ as 

is done through a proxy means testing and community based targeting as they have the potential 

to leave out poor people in need because they are presumed „not poor‟ because of ownership of 

certain assets.  

 

The sheer number of people living in extreme poverty in Nigeria and the urgency with which we 

need to act to stem the dangerous tide demands that we not stop the debates on targeting 

approaches for social investment programmes. The government has taken the right initiative to 

establish a budding social protection system that is already reaching millions of poor people, 

however, the scale of the problem means that we must continue to discuss issues and make 

deliberate attempts to evolve new ways of doing things.   
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