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Overview
On 26-27 June 2018, the Doha International Family Institute, in collaboration with the United
Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (UN ESCWA), convened a
roundtable consultation meeting of experts to discuss Family Sensitive Social Protection (FSSP).
The meeting aimed to engage in an intellectual policy debate and dialogue to promote family
sensitive social protection. The meeting, moderated by Dr. Neil Gilbert, specifically aimed to
discuss the findings of the report on FSSP. Experts also reflected on family trends in different
regions/countries and specific issues in family sensitive social policy. This valuable feedback
will be considered in the final report written by Dr. Gilbert.
The two-day agenda of this meeting included sessions on broad topics concerning family
sensitive social protection. These session topics were on guaranteed income/unconditional cash
grants and family life, means-tested social benefits and the formation of stable families, cash
versus in-kind social benefits, marriage benefits to encourage family life, work-oriented benefits
and family life, and social protection and alternative family structures.

Day 1
Session 1:
Guaranteed Income/Unconditional Cash Grants and Family Life
In this session, the meeting moderator, Dr. Gilbert, led the experts through a discussion on
guaranteed income/unconditional cash grants and their implications on family life.
The first issue discussed was the definition of the family. Dr. Gilbert began by highlighting
the necessity of defining the family, especially in a context where there are various definitions
across different regions and countries. Dr. Meyer added that the concept of families usually
excludes single parent families, especially ones that are usually headed by women and the
vulnerable. Dr. O’Reilly agreed and noted that families may not necessarily live in the same
household due to migration, for example. Dr. Fleckenstein noted that it may be more effective to
define families as “where the children are.” In effect, there needs to be a distinction made
between marriage and a family with minor children. Nevertheless, families are constantly facing
changes in society. Dr. Besharov noted that the family is changing from an economic unit to one
that is a social unit, which has resulted in implications on the functions of the family, as further
explained by Ms. Al Malki. Dr. Besharov attested that the definition of the family must consider
the multi-generational structure of families, and the overarching changes in society. Lastly, Dr.
Meyer noted that in understanding the family and its role, a life course perspective must be used.
Moreover, the concept of values in relation to the family and social benefits was discussed.
Dr. Zelenev asserted that the issue of social protection is concerned with the values of the society
in which they are applied. He added that values differ across societies, and therefore, the issue of
vulnerability is assessed differently also. This raises the question of the ways in which the family
is protected as compared to the individual. Dr. Besharov and Dr. Meyer both agreed that as a

society we are holding onto the idea of the family because of our morals and values. However, at
the same time, we are also facing a changing social environment. The effects of markets are
slowly taking over the way we think of our relationships with others, especially our family
members.
Furthermore, a critical review was provided of the impact of guaranteed income or
unconditional cash grants on family life. Dr. Fleckenstein asserted that conditional cash transfers
(CCTs) were effective mechanisms that improved school attendance, and health care facility
attendance (when needed). This mechanism supported child development. However, he also
cautioned against the sustainability of such programs. Dr. O’Reilly agreed, and noted that it is
problematic to build so much expectation of change from one small policy. In addition she
underlined the need to consider work (or the lack there of) in a family sensitive social protection
framework. In other words, social protection is about protecting people who cannot get work and
an income. As a result, there is a need to invest in incentives to support the implementation of
CCTs. Dr. Samson also questioned whether there was too much pressure placed on both
conditional and unconditional cash transfers to create change. Dr. Zelenev noted that it is
important to consider context in deciding which type of guaranteed income benefit is used. Dr.
Munoz Guzman also agreed, and highlighted the value of using a gendered perspective in
considering the benefit of CCTs, especially given the importance of women guaranteeing the
cash transfers for their families, for instance.
Session 2:
Means-Tested Social Benefits and the Formation of Stable Families
The second session of the FSSP consultation meeting began with a debate of the advantages and
disadvantages of means-tested social benefits in comparison to universal social benefits.
Although the experts agreed that universal social benefits are advantageous for the common
good, a critical review of means-tested social benefits was provided. Both Dr. Meyer and Dr.
Zelenev agreed that means-tested social benefits created exclusion, and as a result anti-solidarity
sentiments within the population. Dr. Zelenev pointed out that a disadvantage of using meanstested social benefits includes the difficulty of accurately targeting those in need. Further, Dr.
Olimat illustrated that this is a problem in Jordan which leads to corruption.
Furthermore, in examining the practicality of means-tested social benefits, the issue of stigma,
and its effect on targeting, was widely discussed. Dr. O’Reilly and Dr. Meyer noted that in order
to ensure that means-tested social benefits are used, the issue of stigma must be recognized and
tackled. Dr. O’Reilly explained that schools and parents, for example, must work together to
attain the positive impacts of means-tested social benefits. She also noted that a preventive
measure must be used to ensure that benefits reach the correct target audience. For example, if
children are flagged as poor in school records, then their families must be poor too. This
preventive mechanism can be used to target poor families. Further, this mechanism strengthens
the solidarity between parents and schools.
Overall, the experts recognized that there is a need for a comparative framework to analyze
means-tested versus universal social benefits in different countries. Dr. O’Reilly added that there

is a need to analyze contradictory policies that may exist within the same regime. Further,
indicators and aggregate measures are essential for providing family sensitive social protection
mechanisms.
Lastly, the following questions were posed: how is stability measured? In what ways do
solidarity and stability differ? Moreover, what are the impacts of means-tested social benefits on
the stability and solidarity of families? Dr. Zelenev explained that the definition of stability is
difficult to achieve. He questioned whether stability should be synonymous with long lasting
marriages, as marriage may need not to be lifetime events. Furthermore, Dr. O’Reilly showed
that if a family receives more benefits when one of the parents, such as the father, lives away,
this policy might not encourage the solidarity or the stability of the family unit.
Session 3:
Cash versus In-Kind Social Benefits
The final session of the day began with a discussion of the implications of using cash versus inkind benefits. Dr. Fleckenstein raised the point that it will be difficult to predict the way that
families spend their money if they receive cash benefits. That is why Germany enacted a childcentered approach to providing early childhood education, for instance. Further, Dr. Skivenes
exemplified that care in Norway is heavily subsidized. Dr. Olimat stressed that one of the
implications of providing cash benefits is that it assumes that families know how to manage their
money. He recommended that the situation of families must be studied in-depth, and therefore,
social protection measures must consider the strengths of families. He noted that financial
support might not be an effective way to change the condition of families. Moreover, Dr.
O’Reilly also questioned how the type of family targeted would influence the benefits received.
For example, what are the implications of certain benefits on families that have 24-hour nannies?
In examining the effects of targeted benefits, the experts voiced various implications that are
important to consider. First, Ms. Al Malki noted that only targeting working parents for benefits
does not consider the unpaid work in caregiving provided by mothers, for example. Dr. Ben Brik
agreed and noted that in the Arab region, there has been an increase in female labor participation
rates, which has led to dual breadwinner homes. This needs to be considered in choosing who
receives the social benefits. Further, he stressed that informal work, which is usually excluded
from the social protection benefits system, must also be accounted for. Second, Dr. Besharov
drew attention to the implications of dual earner households on income inequality. He noted that
due to the high cost of childcare, overall fertility rates have dropped. Therefore, the benefits
provided must anticipate such demographic changes. Dr. Besharov explained that cash inequality
in the household can negatively affect families that are multi-generational, as some families
include extended family members such as grandparents that take care of their grandchildren, but
remain unpaid. Third, Dr. Zelenev highlighted the importance of the gender dimension used in
the targeting of social protection systems. He explained that women experience deprivations and
vulnerabilities differently at different stages of life. This means that a family sensitive lens must
also be a gender sensitive one. Dr. Al Ahmadi noted, as a result, that a comparative perspective

must be used in examining social protection systems across various countries, and in turn
analyze the contradicting policies that exist within countries.
Lastly, the session considered the importance of context when analyzing the provision of cash
or in-kind benefits. Ms. Abdel Fadil noted that countries with high fertility rates incur a heavy
financial strain on governments to provide social benefits to its citizens. Therefore, she
questioned whether certain countries would be able to provide social protection or not. Further,
Ms. Al Malki highlighted the importance of considering context in applying social benefits. For
example, she asked whether the state recognizes the importance of supporting family life or not.
As a result, she suggested that within the family sensitive social protection framework, there is a
need for principles that clearly outline ways to support families.
Day 2
Session 1:
Marriage Benefits to Encourage Family Life
The first session of the final day of the consultation meeting began with a discussion on marriage
benefits and the ways they affect family solidarity, stability and cohesion. Dr. Zelenev asked
whether there are incentives for marriage that currently exist in social policies or not. This
question opened up the discussion onto the cost of marriage and its consequences on family
formation and marriage longevity. Dr. Skivenes noted, for example, that if divorce occurs it is
harder on women than on men, as seen in effects of divorce on the custody of children. In
response, Dr. Besharov asked the experts to consider the modern social welfare system and to
note which partner in the marriage receives the social benefits, and their implications. Ms. Noor
explained that in Qatar, for example, in the event of a divorce the women would receive housing
benefits from the government. This mechanism was criticized as one that would encourage the
breakup of marriages, and in turn, families (this law is currently being redrafted). Overall, it is
important to consider the implications of these policies using a gendered perspective.
Moreover, the session continued to consider the different ways that existing family policies
encourage family formation. Ms. Al Malki stressed that the national context must be considered
in analyzing the impacts of family polices on family formation. This includes both the cultural
and the economic situation of the state. For instance, in Qatar there no marriages for children
under the age of 18, while in Yemen they exist. Furthermore, Mr. Aref pointed out that in
understanding the best social protection mechanisms to use in a state, one must comprehend the
existing mechanisms used to form families. For example, in Egypt, families provide informal
social protection. Due to the high cost of marriages, in Egypt, saving for marriages is a lifetime
event. The families cope by using aid provided by their transnational family networks. He also
highlighted that this phenomenon is currently under-researched. Further, Mr. Aref highlighted
the negative consequences of “touristic marriages,” where fathers allow their daughters to marry
rich individuals for a specific time while spending time in Egypt, in exchange for money. This is
a means to secure financial stability for the family. This was underscored as a negative coping
mechanism used by families.

Overall, the experts highlighted the importance of using a life course approach in analyzing
the implications of marriage benefits and other social protection mechanisms on family life.
Lastly, Dr. Meyer stressed that it is important to recognize which mechanism used to support
family life is the strongest in each country: the market, the family or the state. This will be
different in different contexts. While the state is the strongest support mechanism in Qatar, in
Egypt, it would be the informal social protection mechanism provided by the family. This
classification is significant in developing a framework for family sensitive social protection in
diverse contexts.
Session 2:
Work-Oriented Benefits and Family Life
The second session considered the implications of different work-oriented benefits on family life.
The experts agreed that national contexts matter in the successful implementation of work
oriented policies. Dr. Besharov raised the point that understanding national contexts influence
the realities of policies within the country, and provide insight to wealth distribution. This type
of analysis goes beyond family rhetoric onto family politics and economics. Further, Ms. Al
Malki noted that it is possible to be looking at the right policy in the wrong context. Ms. Al
Malki explained that fathers in Qatar receive 3 days of paternal leave, however, they tend not use
it for childrearing purposes. In other words, it is not culturally acceptable to do so. However, Dr.
Gilbert noted that it is important to recognize that the changing of cultural norms is slow and
gradual, as seen in Sweden.
Moreover, Ms. Al Malki explained that in reconsidering work-oriented benefits in the GCC,
various implications must be taken into consideration. Unlike countries that enforce taxation, the
Gulf States do not have a taxation system, which means that funding for work-oriented benefits
is limited. Additionally, there are two labor laws that are used in Qatar, the human resource law
and the labor law for two target audiences, Qataris and Non-Qataris that work in the government
and those that do not, respectively. This raises a challenge for the work-oriented benefits for
women, for example. The main dilemma arises in the funding of these benefits, especially given
the fact that most people work in the private sector (and the private sector does not fund these
costs fully). Further, from a governmental perspective that wishes to increase the fertility rate,
Qataris and non-Qataris need to be targeted differently. This means that it is difficult to create
policy change in Qatar. As a result, this creates a challenge for the work-oriented benefits in
Qatar.
Second, the experts moved on to discuss the implications of the informal sector on benefit
provision. Ms. Abdel Fadil explained that the informal sector is becoming larger, and as a result,
in considering a family sensitive social protection framework, there is a need to highlight the gap
between families receiving an income through the informal sector and their (lack-of) benefits. In
fact, she stated that the International Labor Organization (ILO) is working on formalizing the
informal sector.

The third topic discussed by the experts in this session was on parenthood and its
consequences on family life. Dr. Gilbert stressed that there is an inherent tension between the
ideal of women having strong careers and many children. He explained that motherhood has
declined over time, but its value has increased. Moreover, Dr. Ben Brik considered the valuable
role of fathers in parenting, and the impacts of disengaged fatherhood on family life. This has an
impact on designing the family sensitive social protection framework.
Lastly, Dr. Meyer stressed that the overall family sensitive social protection framework must
also be placed within the life course perspective, in conjunction with other social perspectives.
She recognized that one successful policy implemented early on in the life course may have
detrimental impacts in the future. Dr. Fleckenstein noted that policy packages must be
comprehensive, and different policies must complement each other in order to produce the
desired impacts.
Session 3:
Social Protection and Alternative Family Structures
The final session of the FSSP consultation meeting began with the posing of a few general
questions. These questions included: What social protection measures would be most suited for
the modern Arab family? Which of these measures would stabilize and reinforce family life in
the Gulf countries? Lastly, what kinds of family structures exist? The experts provided the
following general suggestions to consider:
First, Dr. Meyer highlighted the importance of ensuring the wellbeing of the different
members of the family, including children, women and men. Dr. Besharov stressed that the
extended family, including grandparents’ wellbeing must also be considered in the social
protection measures. Dr. Al Ahmadi added that families could have multiple vulnerabilities,
including disabilities or single parent households that also need to be targeted. Further, Dr.
Besharov highlighted the need to consider families that live across borders, such as crossnational marriages, and their need for social protection, too. Lastly, Ms. Al Malki noted that in
order to guarantee social protection for all families, an intergenerational life cycle must be
considered.
Second, Ms. Al Malki explained that in order to target families better, there is a need for
principles within the family sensitive social protection framework. These principles must include
ensuring the equality of families, making sure that women are respected and treated as equal
partners, among others. Essentially, there is a need to ensure that families are protected across
the life course. Dr. Munoz Guzman added that family sensitive social protection principles must
utilize a gender perspective. Moreover, Dr. Zelenev agreed and highlighted the significance of
making sure that these principles are specific. He explained that social protection policies should
be guided by the 2030 Agenda. For instance, the first goal of alleviating poverty coincides with
many family sensitive measures.
Third, in order to build measures that are suited for the modern Arab family, they must focus
on the strengths of the family. Both Dr. Olimat and Ms. Abdel Fadil agreed that indicators or

social protection measures must firstly aim to build stronger families, and secondly respond to
the dissolution of families. In fact, Ms. Al Malki noted that social protection measures must
provide incentives for families to stay together. These incentives may include housing and
pension benefits, for example. Dr. Fleckenstien added that marriage-counselling services can be
used to support partnerships. However, the stigma associated with marriage counselling must be
considered and analyzed. The effects of these measures on family life, family structures, and
family formation are significant to consider in producing a framework for family sensitive social
protection.
Lastly, this session concluded with closing remarks from Dr. Meyer who explained that in
building a framework using a life course perspective, the family as a unit must be justified. The
family sensitive social protection framework must outline why the family is still relevant and
important today.
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Agenda
Family Sensitive Social Protection Project: Expert Group Meeting
26-27 June 2018

Day 1
9:00- 9:30:

Welcome

Welcome and Introductions
Ms. Noor Al Malki Al Jehani – Executive Director of Doha International Family Institute
(DIFI)
Fathia Abdel Fadil – United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
(UNESCWA)
Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC Berkeley

9:30 – 11:00

Panel Presentation 1: (3-4 participants; 15 -20 minutes each)

Guaranteed Income/Unconditional Cash Grants and Family Life
•

Overview of how family life is changing in the country or region with which
you are familiar.

•

Discussion of the implications of guaranteed income programs for the
stability and cohesion of family life?

•

Questions and Open Discussion

Session Chair: Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC Berkeley
11:00 – 11:30 Break

11:30 –13:00

Panel Presentation 2 (3-4 participants; 15-20 minutes each)

Means-tested Social Benefits and the Formation of Stable Families
•

Overview of how family life is changing in the country or region with which
you are familiar.

•

Discussion of incentives and disincentives for the formation of stable
families generated by means-tested social benefit such as social
assistance, housing subsidies and children’s allowances?

•

Questions and Open Discussion

Session Chair: Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC Berkeley
13:00 – 14:00

14:00 – 15:30

Lunch

Panel Presentation 3(3-4 participants; 15-20 minutes each)

Cash Versus In-Kind Social Benefits
•
•

Overview of how family life is changing in the country or region with which
you are familiar.
Discussion of the implications of cash-for-care compared to publicly
subsidized child care services for family-sensitive social protection?

•

Questions and Open Discussion

Session Chair: Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC Berkeley

Day 2
9:00 – 10:30

Panel Presentation 1 (3-4 participants; 15-20 minutes each)

Marriage Benefits to Encourage Family Life
•
•

Overview of how family life is changing in the country or region with which you are
familiar.
Discussion of the effects of financial supports for marriage such as housing for newlyweds, interest free loans for dowries, and marriage bonuses encourage the formation
of cohesive families? • Questions and Open Discussion

Session Chair: Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC Berkeley
10:30 – 11:00 Break

11:00 – 12:30 Panel Presentation 2 (3-4 participants; 15-20 minutes each)
Work-oriented Benefits and Family Life
•
•

•

Overview of how family life is changing in the country or region with which
you are familiar.
Discussion of how social protection measures such as paid parental leave,
parttime work and early child care may impact childbearing and
socialization functions of family life.
Questions and Open Discussion

Session Chair: Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC Berkeley
12:30 – 13:30 Lunch

13:30 – 15:00 Panel Presentation 3 (3-4 participants; 15-20 minutes each)
Social Protection and Alternative Family Structures
•
•

Overview of how family life is changing in the country or region with which
you are familiar.
Discussion of social protection measures for alternative family structures
and their ramifications for strengthening solidarity in family life.

•

Are there social protection measures to stabilize and reinforce the family
unit, which might be particularly well suited to the modern Arab family? •
Questions, Open Discussion and Final Comments

Session Chair: Neil Gilbert, Professor of Social Welfare and Social Services, UC
Berkeley
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