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Foreword 
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Foreword 

The Government of Kenya introduced the Inua Jamii 70 years and above programme in 
2018. This universal social pension, which was rolled out to 533,000 senior citizens, 
expanded the Older Persons Cash Transfer programme (OPCT), which was targeted to 

poor and vulnerable households with older persons aged 65 year or above. The Inua Jamii 
70 years and above programme, which is completely funded by the Government, 
represents Kenya’s first universal social protection programme, guaranteeing a minimum 
pension to all older persons aged 70 years or above. It forms an important milestone in 

Kenya’s development and expansion of the social protection sector and is a significant 
step towards the government's progressive realisation of the right to social security, as 
enshrined in the Constitution of Kenya, 2010.   

In just over a year, the Inua Jamii 70 years and above programme has already proven to 
provide invaluable support to the older persons of Kenya and their families. Not only has 
it brought greater income and food security, but it has enabled Kenyans to start 
businesses and make investments, buy better clothing, purchase school items for their 

grandchildren and create jobs within their community. 

As this report by Development Pathways shows, by being less dependent on their family 

and community networks, and by being better able to provide, older persons now feel less 
like burdens and more like important resources for their country. The programme has not 
only restored senior citizens’ sense of dignity, but it has given them a new lease of life. All 
of these outcomes show that the development of Kenya’s social protection sector is key to 
the nation’s socio-economic transformation and the wellbeing of citizens.  

As the Head of the Social Assistance Unit, within the State Department of Social 
Protection in Kenya – which is the key implementer of this programme – I urge all 

stakeholders, including policymakers, researchers and journalists, to read this report. The 
findings of how the programme has impacted on rural communities in Kenya have 
implications, not only for Kenya, but for any country that wishes to ensure that its citizens 
are guaranteed a minimum income across their lifecycle.   

In the words of the programme, ‘Inua Jamii’ – Let’s uplift the community! 

John Gachigi, HSC 

Head, Social Assistance Unit 
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The Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ Programme is a tax-financed pension-tested social pension 

provided to Kenyans on reaching 70 years of age. By ensuring a universal income 
guarantee to all citizens of Kenya in old age, the programme represents Kenya’s largest 
tax-financed social security programme, and its first entitlement scheme. A wide range of 
studies point to the positive impacts of inclusive social pensions on older persons’ ability 

to contribute to their societies and increase their living standards.1 Therefore, the pension 
will likely have a transformative impact on the lives of old age recipients, but also on 
their families and wider communities. Representing a significant milestone for the social 
protection sector in Kenya, policy makers are paying close attention to its implementation 

and any observed impacts of the programme will likely inform Kenya’s national social 
protection policy. Furthermore, its practices will be influential within the wider region, 
informing developments within the social protection spheres of other countries 
surrounding it. 

Prior to the introduction of the universal pension, a high proportion of Kenyans were 
unable to access any income support, while many Kenyans were living on low incomes. 
Almost half of Kenya’s population (47 per cent) were living on less than KES 134 (US 

$1.35) per day. In fact, around 80 per cent of the population could be considered as either 
living in poverty or insecurity and at risk of falling into poverty at any time (S Kidd et al., 
Forthcoming).  

Therefore, the social pension represents an important step within Kenya’s trajectory of 
progressively building a lifecycle social protection system to address the various 
insecurities faced by the population. Since 2005, the Government of Kenya has gradually 
been implementing predictable income support programmes through poverty-targeted 

household based transfers for orphans and vulnerable children (CT-OVC), persons with 
severe disabilities (PwSD-CT), older persons (OPCT), and households living in one of four 
arid and semi-arid counties (HSNP) (see Figure 1-1). However, each of these programmes 
merely covers a small proportion of the population, while there are challenges in the 

effectiveness of targeting households living in poverty, leading to the exclusion of many 
poor and vulnerable households.2 

 

1 See, for example: Gertler, Martinez, & Rubio-Codina (2012); Kidd & Tran (2018); Kuss, Llewellin, & Gassmann (2018); 
Neves, Samson, van Niekerk, Hlatshwayo, & du Toit (2009); RHVP, HelpAge International, & UNICEF (2010). 
2 Note: Based on analysis by Development Pathways of the KIHBS 2015/16 survey, only half of recipients of the CT-OVC and 
OPCT recipients were found to be in the poorest quintile of the population of eligible households (Kidd et al, Forthcoming).  



1   Introduction  

 3 

Figure 1-1: Kenya's historical trajectory of gradually building a lifecycle social protection 
system3 

 

Prior to the implementation of the Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ Programme, the Older 
Persons’ Cash Transfer (OPCT) was the largest income support programme in Kenya, 
reaching approximately 23 per cent of households with a member aged 65 years or above. 

However, in recognition of the significant challenges faced by older persons, the 
Government decided to prioritise old age in its expansion of Kenya’s social protection 
programmes, by implementing a universal entitlement scheme – the Inua Jamii Senior 
Citizens’ Programme. This programme was the result of the continued expansion of the 

OPCT, which rapidly increased in coverage since 2012. However, in contrast to the OPCT 
which targets households based on poverty criteria, the Inua Jamii pension provides a 
transfer to every individual that meets the minimum age of eligibility which is 70 years. 
For instance, in a household where both the husband and wife are above the age of 70 
years, the household qualifies for one transfer under the OPCT which is provided to the 

head of household. Under the universal pension, both husband and wife receive individual 
transfers. Existing recipient households of the OPCT with an older person aged 65 to 69 
years remain on the programme until the older person reaches the age of 70 years, after 
which they are gradually transferred to the new social pension.  

Therefore, the launch of the Inua Jamii pension has been a significant step in the 
Government’s efforts to ensure the right of all Kenyans to have access to social security in 

their old age. The progressive development of inclusive lifecycle social protection in 
Kenya is in line with the National Constitution, which states that, ‘Every person has a right 
to social security’ and that, ‘The State shall provide appropriate social security to persons 
who are unable to support themselves and their dependants.’ 

 

3 Source: Based on Kidd et al. (Forthcoming) and Mwasiaji et al. (2016) 
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With the aim of contributing to the existing body of evidence on the impacts of social 

pension schemes, a research team from Development Pathways is conducting a multi-year 
qualitative research study to observe the impacts of the pension on the members of a 
rural community in Kenya. The study takes an in-depth look at community perceptions of 
the scheme as the context for social policy in Kenya changes with the introduction of the 

pension. Therefore, the researchers will analyse how its impacts are experienced, through 
older persons’ subjective notions of self-worth, in a changing social policy context in 
Kenya.  

This report presents the first part of the study’s preliminary findings, focusing on the 
concepts of autonomy, care, women’s economic empowerment and dignity. The second 
part of this study is presented in a separate report, which focuses on the concepts of 
citizenship and the social contract. The preliminary findings are based on qualitative 

research conducted in the initial phase of the study, consisting of a baseline visit and a 
follow-up study, five months after the first disbursement of the pension. The first 
payments of the Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ Programme were made during June 2018, 
when recipients began to receive bi-monthly payments of KES4,000 (US$ 39.4). Although 

only three payment cycles had reached the research community by the time of the follow-
up study – and some recipients did not receive all three payments – the pension had 
significantly increased older persons’ ability to live more autonomous lives with the 
potential for long-lasting impacts on poverty and wellbeing.  

The rest of this report is structured in the following manner: Chapter 2 sets out the 
methodology for this research, including a description of the themes and approach 
underpinning the study. While Chapter 3 provides an introduction to the research context 

and community, subsequent Chapters 4 to 7, focus on the central research objective, 
analysing the extent to which the pension results in changes to financial autonomy, 
decision-making, respect and dignity. Finally, Chapter 8 provides concluding remarks. 

Box 1-1: What does the Inua Jamii Senior Citizens' Programme look like? 

• The Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ scheme reaches approximately 702,000 older persons aged 70 
years and above.  

• In combination with the existing OPCT, approximately 833,000 older persons aged 65 or above 
are accessing a social pension in Kenya, equivalent to around 60 per cent of the elderly 
population aged 65 years and above.  

• Recipients of the scheme are entitled to KES 2,000 (US$ 19.7) per month, which is paid bi-
monthly into an account with one of four commercial payment service providers. 

• The current level of investment in the Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ Scheme benefits amounted to 
approximately KES 12.8 billion (0.13 per cent of GDP) in its first year after implementation.  

Source: Taken from Chirchir & Tran (2019). 
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2.1 Conceptual framework 

An inclusive pension has the potential to empower older persons financially by 

guaranteeing citizens a minimum income in old age. This has the potential to enhance an 
older person’s capabilities to lead more autonomous lives, increase their self-worth and 
age in dignity. Without access to a minimum income through social protection, older 
persons are often left to rely on the support of younger family members, who struggle to 
establish their own financial security while caring for dependent children. Therefore, an 

old age pension has the potential to lead to long-lasting impacts on vulnerability and 
poverty. 

This study sought to analyse the concepts of self-worth and dignified ageing through the 
following research question: 

‘To what extent do older persons’ perceptions of ageing and self-worth change within the 
context of Kenya’s changing social policy landscape?’ 

Figure 2-1 visualises the conceptual framework through which this study aimed to 
examine the research question, focusing on three dimensions: 1) individual capabilities; 2) 
care and decision-making within the family; and 3) social participation and respect 
experienced within the wider community.  

Figure 2-1: Conceptual framework 
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Evolving sense of autonomy and self-worth as a result of the pension 

Emphasising subjective experiences, this research focused on perceived self-worth and 
dignity experienced as part of the ageing process. Higher levels of autonomy can enable a 
person to match their aspirations with reality, with the potential to lead to a greater sense 
of self-worth. How a person is autonomous changes throughout their lifecycle, and as a 

person ages, different expectations are placed on how they can contribute to their 
families and their community. However, many older persons struggle to live 
autonomously, partly because their traditional care networks have broken down, and 
partly because their contributions are no longer as respected and appreciated as in the 

past. 

By accessing a reliable income guarantee, older persons can become more financially 
empowered and experience more autonomy in daily life and social interactions. However, 

individual capabilities are subjected to structural constraints, formed by the economic, 
social and cultural barriers that can limit agency and decision-making. The social roles 
and societal expectations associated with gender in Nandi society shape the boundaries 
within which individual community members can make decisions. Therefore, autonomy as 

a result of the pension is experienced differently by men and women.  

Our approach to social norms is informed by Bourdieu’s notion of ‘doxa’, which is defined 

as ‘a set of fundamental beliefs which does not even need to be asserted in the form of an 
explicit, self-conscious dogma’ (Bourdieu, 2000). In other words, what is taken for granted 
or unquestioned by society. The researchers recognised that the pension, by potentially 
bringing about structural change, could offer recipients a competing way of “being and 
doing” (Kabeer, 2001), thereby leading them to question, challenge or even reject certain 

social norms. It was therefore recognised that recipients could use their pension both to 
fulfil social roles and to veer away from them, and that this could have both positive and 
negative impacts on their self-worth.  

Dignity through active ageing 

Autonomy and self-worth change as people age, and aspirations are challenged by a 
decline in physical functioning. Nonetheless, older persons continue to remain active 
contributors to their families and broader society despite not being able to engage in 
physically strenuous work. It is important to consider ageing as an active process, which is 
defined by the World Health Organization (2002) as the ability to participate in social, 

economic, cultural, spiritual and civic life. Policies that aim to promote older persons 
wellbeing, therefore, should aim to minimise restrictions to participation in their social 
environment and enable them to achieve that which they deem to be a good quality life.  
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The potential for long-lasting impacts on poverty and wellbeing 

The subjective experiences of community members surrounding the pension are integral 
to assessing whether the programme can contribute to sustainable impacts on poverty 
and wellbeing. Recognising that poverty and vulnerability are dynamic in nature and 
cannot be pinned down through a single measurement at one point in time, in reality, 

studies have illustrated that poverty is often associated with subjective notions of 
frustration, shame and lack of dignity. Wellbeing, meanwhile, is found to be more 
associated with higher levels of confidence in the future, autonomy and self-respect 
resulting from the ability to participate in community life (Samuels and Jones, 2018).  

The full study aims to observe a small community over the course of three years, in order 
to assess the potential for the pension to be transformative with regard to older persons’ 
autonomy and self-worth, as well as their perceived levels of vulnerability and dignified 

ageing.  

2.2 Methodology and tools 
The research used an ethnographic approach, focusing 
on the single rural community, Lolkeringet, situated in 

Nandi County. With support from local facilitators and 
interpreters, the researchers were culturally immersed in 
the community, acting both as interviewers and 
community participants. The researchers resided with a 

family within the community while they actively 
engaged in cultural gatherings and meals. 

The baseline study took place during April 2018, 
approximately eight weeks before the initial pension 
payments entered the community. This initial study 
aimed to provide an analysis of the context, focusing on 
vulnerability, income, livelihoods, social roles and the 

historical trajectory of community members. Further, it 
gathered perceptions of the pension in advance of the 
first payments. The registration of older persons had 
been completed at the local government offices, and 

sensitisation and information campaigns had taken 
place.  

The follow-up visit took place during November 2018, 

five months after the first payments had been received.  

Figure 2-2: Timeline of the 
full study 
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This second research visit gathered preliminary findings. It enabled a more in-depth study 

of the central research question, focusing on immediate impacts of the Inua Jamii Senior 
Citizens’ Programme as well as further insights into family- and community-interactions, 
affecting autonomy and self-worth.  

The full study will last for three years, during which the researchers will return to the 
community for repeat visits. In total, the research will consist of four research visits with 
the endline visit taking place approximately 2.5 years after the roll-out of the programme.  

2.2.1 Research tools 

The main tools used in the research consisted of semi-structured interviews conducted 
through repeated household visits and focus group discussions. Each type of interview 
method included various participatory tools – described in Table 2-1 – with the aim of 
gathering specific insights that are more difficult to derive from open ended questions. In 
addition, the interviews incorporated a module on disability based on the Washington 
Group Short Set of Questions on functional limitations.  

The tools allowed research participants to shape the direction of the discussions and 
articulate their own perceptions of care, gender, autonomy and their experiences in 

navigating family and community networks. Furthermore, key elements of the research 
findings were drawn from unstructured participant observations and informal 
conversations with community members, as the participant researchers were actively 
involved in various social events through a cultural immersion approach. 

Semi-structured in-depth interviews. The in-depth interviews were designed to follow the 
trajectory of pension recipients and their family members. The interviews were semi-
structured, as researchers consistently covered the same themes for each household but 

asked in-depth questions when given the opportunity. In-depth interviews were 
conducted through household visits, during which the researchers interviewed the older 
person and available family members. This did not always include an in-depth interview 
with the spouse due to availability and time constraints. 

Focus group discussions. While the baseline visit incorporated a limited number of focus 
groups, it was a significant element of the methodology used in the follow-up visit as it 

enabled researchers to generate more in-depth discussions around concepts such as 
gender and power dynamics.  

  



2   Methodology and approach 

 10 

Table 2-1: Participatory tools 

Participatory tool 
Research 
activity 

Description 

Kinship diagram 
In-depth 

Interview 

A family tree was drawn to map the interviewee’s relations beyond the nuclear 
household to incorporate extended relatives and family ties with other 

community members 

Life trajectory 
In-depth 

Interview 

Positive and negative life events were described by the research participant 

which they perceived to have had life-altering effects 

Day in the life/ 
simplified time-
share tool 

In-depth 
Interview 

The research participant was asked to detail the hourly activities in a normal 
day, including primary activities, secondary activities and additional 

responsibilities, such as childminding or caring for older persons.  

Finance and 
consumption 
module 

In-depth 

Interview 

Detailed tables were used to collect quantities of these three areas: 1) monthly 
income; 2) monthly consumption; and 3) assets owned. Recipients of the 
pension were asked to describe the quantity before receiving the pension and 

after receiving the pension. This tool aimed to track changes in consumption, 
while taking into account certain nuances, such as the seasonal changes in 

agricultural production. 

Happiness staircase 
In-depth 
Interview 

The research participant was asked to rate their sense of happiness on a 
staircase, ranking from 1 to 10 steps, during the following moments: 1) when 
they were happiest; 2) when they were least happy; 3); a year ago (before 
receiving the pension); 4) where they are now; and 5) where they think they will 

be in five years. The score that was provided at each of these moments was 
based on the participants’ subjective feelings, for which she/he was asked to 

elaborate on the score. 

Social roles:  
word map 

Focus 
group 

discussion 

A word map was created for each family member (e.g. daughter, wife, son or 
husband) and research participants were asked to describe the tasks or social 

roles that they associated with each person. 

Social roles:  
mapping of 
activities and care 
tasks 

Focus 
group 

discussion 

A list of responsibilities, tasks and activities was generated, and research 
participants were asked to define which members of the family, or community, 
possessed the perceived social role that was associated with certain care 

activities.  

Social protection 
and citizenship 

Focus 
group 

discussion 

Using an adapted version of the ‘care diamond’ to illustrate the actors 
responsible for care work, the research participants were asked to define the 
actor that they associate with different care activities, ranging from traditional 

care, including feeding and cleaning, to medical support and assistive devices.4 

The actors include: 1) family; 2) private sector and NGOs; 3) Government; and 4) 

Community or church. 

 

 

4 The care diamond by Razavi, (2007) cited in Rost, Hunt, Samman, & Samuels, (2018) illustrates the four groups of actors 
that pay for, facilitate and provide care work: families and households, the state, the market and not-for profit groups.  
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2.2.2 Sample 

This report includes findings from in-depth interviews and focus group discussions 
conducted during both the baseline and follow up visits. In-depth interviews – by 
following the trajectory of pension recipients and their family members – involved repeat 
visits, while the composition of focus group discussions differed between the baseline and 

the follow up. During the follow up visit, some participants from the focus group 
discussions were then asked to be visited for an in-depth interview afterwards. 

A combination of approaches was used. During the baseline study, local facilitators 
mobilised all older persons who were registered for the pension within one sub-village of 
Lolkeringet, creating a saturated sample of older persons eligible for the pension. 
Subsequently, purposive sampling was used to expand the group of research participants 
into different areas of Lolkeringet, taking into account gender, age groups and disability. 

The initial research sample during the baseline visit included prospective pension 
recipients, recipients of the OPCT, family members, as well as older persons below the 
age of 70 years who were not yet eligible for the programme. During the follow up visit, 
the same approaches were used to identify additional research participants for interviews 

and focus group discussions, including a larger number of pension recipients and younger 
community members that lived with a pensioner. In addition, unstructured research 
activities, including participation in cultural events, meals and informal conversations, 
allowed the researchers sufficient flexibility to derive an in-depth understanding of the 

demographic context, as well as power dynamics, kinship ties and social relations within 
the community.  

In total, the research included 56 in-depth interviews, while 36 additional persons 

participated in focus group discussions.5 An overview of relevant sample sizes can be seen 
in Figure 2-3 below, while Figure 2-4 disaggregates the sample of research participants 
during focus group discussions by the relation to pension recipient and sex.  

Figure 2-3: Sample sizes 

 

 

5 Note: This sample size does not take into account focus group discussion participants during the baseline visit 
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Figure 2-4: Follow up field visit focus group discussions – distribution of interviewees 

All research participants in focus groups Research participants receiving the social 
pension 

  

2.2.3 Justification of the research approach 

Qualitative research and anthropological approaches are increasingly emphasised as 
being important tools to measure policy impacts on poverty and wellbeing. They allow 
the researcher to uncover the effects of policy interventions that are complex to measure, 
as which are influenced by political and economic power relations.6 This emerging 
discussion of the importance of ‘contexts’ in analysing policy outcomes is due to the 

recognised limitations of existing approaches to programme evaluations that rely mostly 
on survey information collected at the level of households. In reality, poverty and 
wellbeing are complex concepts, while the dynamics of sharing and care responsibilities 
extend beyond the concept of a ‘nuclear household’, in particular in a rural African 
context.  

The full length of the study and the ethnographic approach will be integral for assessing 
how additional income from a pension transfer can impact notions of autonomy, dignity 

and self-worth, as they are connected to the recipients’ evolving social networks. These 
are fluid concepts that need time to be pinned down and are likely to change over time. 
Furthermore, a number of complex issues – such as the discrepancy between what society 
thinks is the ideal representation of an older person and how older persons are actually 

treated – are integral to fully understanding how the pension scheme affects older 
persons’ sense of autonomy and dignity, but are unlikely to be made apparent without 
more in-depth interviews.  

  

 

6 For further discussions on the importance of qualitative research approaches to social policy outcomes, see: (Stephen 
Devereux et al., 2013; Olivier de Sardan, 2018; Reality Check Approach + Project Team, 2017) 

9

27

Family members of
Inua Jamii
recipients below
70 years

Recipients of the
Inua Jamii social
pension

18

9
Female recipients
of the Inua Jamii
social pension

Male recipients of
the Inua Jamii
social pension
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Further, if a degree of trust is developed between the interviewer and interviewee, a 
richer depth of information can be obtained which would not normally be imparted within 
a shorter, more transitory interview. During the research, unstructured interactions and 
repeated visits enabled the researchers to gain more in-depth and accurate information 
that was not shared during the initial interview. 

2.2.4 Limitations of the research approach 

By focusing on a single rural community, the study aimed to analyse the localised 
outcomes of the pension transfer on older persons in the rural context of Kenya. 
Therefore, there are limitations to the representative power of the study and its ability to 
determine cause and effect at a national scale. The study did not aim to provide a 
representative sample of the national population of pension recipients, nor to test the 
impact of the transfer through a treatment and control group. Instead, the study aimed to 

provide a more in-depth analysis of a single socio-cultural context. This enabled the 
researchers to engage with anthropological concepts that are more difficult to analyse 
through national representative samples, and to contribute findings that are only possible 
to obtain over extended periods of time and close interaction with community members. 
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The Nandi population of Lolkeringet are a sub-group of the Kalenjin ethnic group 

predominantly residing in the highland areas of Kenya. The community is sparsely 
populated, comprising five small villages which sit at a high altitude, where farming and 
land cultivation are the most important sources of food and income among community 
members.  

Although more recent population estimates are not available, the total population of 
Lolkeringet – defined by the boundaries of a Kenyan sub-location – was estimated at 

approximately 2,600 according to the 2009 census, of which less than 100 people were 
aged 70 or above. However, demographics are likely to have evolved, with many of the 
older persons interviewed being above 85 years of age. Disability also formed a high risk: 
out of 21 older persons classified, 14 had a severe disability, while 5 could be regarded as 
having a mild disability.7 However, medical expenses were costly, and few people were 

able to access assistive devices. 

Lolkeringet is a relatively new community, as the majority of the current population of 

older persons represent the first generation that settled in this area after Kenya declared 
independence in 1963 and the colonial settlers left. Over time, the social and economic 
context of the community had evolved, as ‘cash’ had increasingly become more important. 
During interviews, the historical life trajectories of this generation reflected the 

emergence of modernised society as discussed by Oboler (1996), who explains that 
commodities and private ownership have blurred former notions of traditional social roles 
in Nandi society. Whereas community members previously relied more on agriculture to 
generate food for their own consumption and obtained livestock through traditional 
methods such as inheritance or bride wealth, commodities were now largely acquired 

through market trading or wage employment. As a result, levels of vulnerability varied 
across the community as the transition to a cash-based society implied more volatility of 
income and wealth.  

  

 

7 In total, 24 recipients of the Inua Jamii Pension or the OPCT above the age of 65 years were interviewed. 19 older persons 
were found to have a severe disability, 7 had a mild disability, 3 had no disability and 6 older persons were not classified as 
they did not participate in the Washington Group Short Set questionnaire.  
Severe disability is classified as those that experience ‘a lot of difficulty’ in at least one of the following domains of 
functional limitations: seeing, hearing, communication, remembering, walking and self-care. A mild disability can be 
regarded as someone who experiences ‘some difficulty’ in at least one of these domains.  
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Land ownership and cattle were 
important economic and cultural assets 
in Lolkeringet, and according to the 
custom of wealth inheritance, land was 
sub-divided among sons.8 As a result, 

land became increasingly fragmented 
and less viable as it was sub-divided 
when passed on to younger generations 
(see Table 3-1). In addition, community 

members were afforded little 
opportunity to acquire new land, as it 
had increasingly become a more 
expensive commodity.  

Community and household compositions 

As Table 3-1 demonstrates, homestead composition varied in Lolkeringet, often with 
multiple generations living under one roof. It should be noted that 4 older persons were 
in polygamous marriages, and as such, the husband generally spent time in a second 
household. 

Table 3-1: In-depth Interview homestead composition of eligible older persons of the Inua 
Jamii pension and OPCT recipients 

In-depth Interviews Number 

Family members on neighbouring plots of land  
Lives alone  4 

Lives alone, caretaker(s)  1 

Lives with adult(s), child(ren)  5 

Lives with adult(s), child(ren), caretaker(s)  1 

Lives with child(ren)  3 

Lives with spouse  4 

Lives with spouse, adult(s), child(ren)  2 

Lives with spouse, child(ren)  2 

No family members on neighbouring plots of land  
Lives alone 1 
Lives with adult(s), child(ren) 3 
Lives with spouse, adult(s), caretaker(s) 2 

 

8 Note: There were also examples of some daughters inheriting land as well. 

Box 3-1: What does land sub-division look like in 
Lolkeringet? 

Isaac – His father had 22 acres of land, and this was 

divided so that each son received 5.5 acres. 
John – He had 2 acres of land, which was divided into 
0.4 acres per son. 
Peter – His father had 3.2 acres of land, and Julius now 

has 0.6 acres. 
Margaret – She had 8 acres of land. Her three sons 
inherited 2 acres each, and Margaret sold off 2 acres. 

Celestine – Her husband had 10 acres of land, and this 
was divided so that each son received 3.3 acres. 
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Within Lolkeringet, households and care structures were blurred, as family members often 
lived on neighbouring plots of land. As such, an older person’s primary care giver did not 
necessarily live in the same homestead. Likewise, there were examples of grandchildren 
living with their grandparents, even though their parents lived next door. It is therefore 
important to differentiate between older persons who had family members living around, 

and older persons who did not, as the latter were often in a more vulnerable position. Of 
course, as is discussed in further detail below, many older persons felt that they did not 
receive the care that they needed, despite living next door to family members.  

Figure 3-1: In-depth interview household composition of eligible older persons of the 
Inua Jamii pension and OPCT recipients 
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Due to the less detailed nature of the focus group discussions, the researchers were 
unable to determine the household structure of these older persons beyond their 
homestead. However, two older persons stood out as being particularly vulnerable: one 
man who lived alone and one woman who was the sole caregiver of four grandchildren. 

Table 3-2: Focus group discussion household composition of eligible older persons of the 
Inua Jamii pension and OPCT recipients 

Focus Group Discussion household composition Number 

Lives alone 1 

Lives with adult(s), child(ren) 11 

Lives with adult(s), child(ren), caretaker(s) 1 

Lives with adult(s) 1 

Lives with child(ren) 2 

Lives with spouse 1 

Lives with spouse, adult(s) 1 

Lives with spouse, adult(s), child(ren) 4 

Lives with spouse, child(ren) 3 

Lives with spouses, adult(s), child(ren) 1 



4. Decision-making and 
autonomy before the 

Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ 
Programme
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The implementation of the Inua Jamii pension has had a significant impact on recipients, 

allowing many older persons to not only be more autonomous within their family and 
care circles, but also to strengthen their social connections. In order to explore this theme 
in more detail, it is first important to examine how autonomy and self-worth were 
expressed and experienced by older persons before the implementation of the pension. 

4.1 The ideal situation 

Autonomy and social roles  

Among the Nandi, autonomy and self-worth were inextricably linked. The more 
autonomous a person, the better able they were to match their aspirations with reality, 
which directly affects their sense of self-worth. A person’s autonomy was impacted by 
their accumulation of social, human and financial capital, and was therefore compounded 

by the covariate shocks (macro and meso-level) and idiosyncratic shocks (household and 
individual level) that they had faced throughout their lifecycle (cf. Lloyd-Sherlock, 2002).   

This notion is similar to Sen (1999) and Nussbaum’s (2000) capability framework, which 
looks at whether a person has the capability – that is, the freedom and capacity – to 
achieve what they perceive to be a ‘good life’, in other words, to pursue the life that they 
value (Lloyd-Sherlock, 2002). This ‘good life’, and what older persons aspired to, were 
influenced by social norms. Applying Bourdieu’s notion of doxa, these norms were ways of 

“being and doing” which were unquestioned by society (Bourdieu, 2000; Kabeer, 2001). 

For the Nandi, autonomy should not be understood as independence. As has been 

recorded in other African societies, people expressed their autonomy by being able to 
actively contribute to and be integrated into their family and broader social networks (cf. 
Nyamnjoh, 2002). Therefore, a person who lived alone or did not receive sufficient care 
was not seen to be as autonomous as somebody situated within a close-knit social 
network. 

How a person was able to actively contribute to their social networks – and, therefore, to 
fulfil their social roles and be autonomous – changed across the lifecycle. As a person 

aged, their physical and mental capabilities decreased as did their ability to contribute to 
their social networks by doing housework, growing food or even earning money. Although 
the older generation of Nandi identified themselves as belonging to an age bracket, 
ageing itself was a combination both of the accumulation of years and the physical 

decline that a person experienced. One older man explained that: ‘Growing older means 
when your years become many and your physical abilities decline, and you cannot do minimal 
household tasks like putting up the fencing or mending the roof.’ People, therefore, aged at 
different rates, depending on their level of dependency (Sokolovsky, 2004), and a person 
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who was active was not regarded as being as old as somebody who had functional 

limitations that were the result of age. 

As a person grew older and weaker, different values were placed on how they should 

contribute and be autonomous. In essence, their social roles change. Among the Nandi, 
the ‘ideal’ role of an older person was to instil good morals, ‘ensure that people live in 
harmony,’ give advice and inhabit the role of village elders. This was a similar finding to 
other African communities (Cliggett, 2005; Nzabona and Ntozi, 2015; Van der Geest, 

2004).  Older women were less expected to take on a village elder role and, instead, it was 
assumed that they should continue in a caring role, but in a more supervisory manner – 
for example, by organising weddings, helping people out financially, or looking after 
grandchildren.  

Therefore, as a person aged, they were not expected to be as active as when they were 
younger, because they had a different role to play within their family and community. 
Autonomy, therefore, could not be equated with being active. As is common throughout 

African societies, older persons were still expected to contribute to their social networks 
but, in an ideal situation, this would not be through their own physical work, as they 
should be relaxing more and enjoying their golden years (cf. Appleton, 2000), as well as 
fulfilling their social roles by, for example, providing guidance to the community or 

organising events (cf. Van der Geest, 2004). This was especially apparent in interviews 
with men. As one man in a focus group discussion explained: ‘Older men don’t work in the 
field. They either hire someone to work or it is the role of other younger men in the household 
to work in the field. Working in the field is too intensive for men in their old age.’ However, 
they still expected to be consulted over decisions within the household, and to be 

regarded as the head. 

By supervising work – instead of actively partaking in it – older persons were still 

considered to be contributing. For example, one older man stated that, ‘I plant maize and 
sell milk from dairy cows’ and another said that, ‘I help my family by putting up the fence and 
painting the house.’ However, it later transpired that, in the first example, family members 
did the physical work, and in the second example, the older man paid workers to do it for 
him. As long as it was the older person’s land, their crops, their cows or their money that 

was being used, they were providing and actively contributing to their social networks. In 
cases where older persons still wished to be active and earn money, the general 
perception in the community was that they should conduct small-scale businesses that 
were not so physically demanding. And, of course, by contracting others to do work, they 

were providing jobs for younger people. 
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Care 

Whilst older persons in Lolkeringet wished to continue contributing to their social 
networks, it was also recognised that they needed the younger generation to help them 

be autonomous. Receiving care, therefore, was essential as an older person’s physical 
capabilities declined. As Margaret explained: ‘Older people like me should have somebody to 
stay with, food in the house, good shelter, and good clothing.’ The ideal situation for many 
older persons was to be surrounded by a large, loving family, with many grandchildren. 

But, as is elaborated on further below, older women, whilst expecting to be cared for, 
were also expected to continue providing care to a much greater extent than older men.  

In Lolkeringet, the societal expectation was that care should be provided by the youngest 
son. In practice, this meant that the youngest son should provide the finances and the 
daughter-in-law should do the majority of the care and housework. However, it was a 
taboo for the daughter-in-law to help bathe her father-in-law. Many older persons also 
looked favourably upon being provided with a grandchild – preferably a granddaughter – 

who could live in their grandparent’s house and help with housework. This was seen as a 
way for a daughter-in-law to fulfil her filial duty to provide care to her husband’s parents 
without engaging in all the tasks herself. As has been discussed elsewhere, this voluntary 
fostering relationship can be beneficial to both generations –  grandchildren provide 

companionship and help with physical tasks, while grandparents provide guidance and 
teach their grandchild life-skills in return (Alber, 2004; Cliggett, 2001; Goody, 1982; 
Kassede et al., 2014; Ssengonzi, 2007). 

A mutual relationship was, therefore, developed between older persons and their family 
members, in which different generations gave and shared with each other, and through 
that developed and created strong social connections and love. Older persons, by actively 
helping out and generating relationships within their social networks, lived autonomously 

and inhabited their societal ideal. They wished to continue being seen as decision makers 
within the household, and to be consulted by family members, but without needing to 
demonstrate their relevance by working, looking after the household and accumulating 
resources in a way that exhausted them in old age. In this way, they were respected by 
their family members around them. 
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4.2 The reality 

The breakdown in care roles 

The reality, however, was different to the ideal scenario that was painted for us by people 
in Lolkeringet. Many older persons struggled to embody their ideal selves and to, 
therefore, have greater self-worth. As has been found throughout Africa, high levels of 
poverty and unemployment, land fragmentation, the breakdown of the extended family, 
migration, the HIV/AIDs crisis, high living costs, the expense of school fees and alcoholism 

have all contributed to the breakdown in the traditional care and support (cf. Aboderin, 
2004). In Lolkeringet, many older persons explained that life was easier for their 
grandparents, as they had more land and assets, as well as a stronger care network. Whilst 
this was true, these assertions should also be regarded as part of a ‘complaints discourse’ 

in which older persons eulogise about an ideal and imaginary past as a means of stating 
their frustrations and expectations of the present. Sagner (2002) elaborates on this, 
explaining that ‘the language of older people should be read as […] a medium of 
expressive action and as an attempt to intervene in the social process.’ Despite this, there 
was, nonetheless, a greater likelihood of the young in Lolkeringet being prioritised over 

the old, leading to ‘hierarchies of priorities’ when it came to care (Aboderin 2006). This 
was especially the case in a context of a scarcity of resources and a desire for material 
goods, which Cliggett (2001) – working in Zambia – explains has led to the old being 
seen as an ‘unjust distribution of resources’, as care for older persons was perceived to 

‘rob resources from children who still have a full life to live.’ 

In Lolkeringet, the breakdown in care was not as severe as has been described in many 

other regions in Africa. There were few skipped generation households, as orphans and 
children of economic migrants often lived within a multigenerational household.9 In 
general, older persons either lived with their families or in a nearby compound, and often 
sons – along with their wives – were the primary caregivers. There were examples, 
however, of single daughters providing some of the care or even of daughters stepping in 

when they felt their parents were not receiving an acceptable level of care from their 
brothers. Among the older persons interviewed, there were only three examples of people 
who were truly without support: one woman and one man who both lived alone and were 
seldom visited by their families, and a woman who lived in a skipped generation 

household and was the primary caregiver for her four grandchildren.   

 

9 Note: ‘Skipped generation’ refers to households where grandparents are caring for children without the physical support of 
adult parents.  
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Despite the care provided, older persons generally felt that they did not receive sufficient 

financial support and those with the weakest connections to their family members were 
given the least. This was especially an issue for those whose younger family members had 
migrated away from Lolkeringet for work, as they could only receive financial support 
from these children, and if insufficient remittances were sent back, the older person 

struggled. Financial support was often in-kind, such as family members buying older 
persons their medicine and shopping. As a result, older persons often felt that they were 
unable to choose what was going to be bought and, therefore, that they had a limited role 
in decision-making within their care networks.  

Physical support was also felt to be lacking 
by the older persons interviewed. They had 
numerous complaints, ranging from 
daughters-in-law prioritising their own 
families to sons being alcoholics and not 

earning money or working on the farm, to 
grandchildren not being sent to help 
around the house. Older persons often 
demonstrated that they received 

insufficient care by complaining that their house had not been smeared with mud or that 
they had nobody to carry their maize to the posho mill. In this sense, they also had little 
choice over when physical support would be provided to them. 

Physical support was often considered to be less important than financial support, 
especially by older men. This was partly because care work – which was considered 
‘women’s work’ – was often trivialised among the Nandi. In addition, many families 
ensured that their older family members received a basic level of physical support 

anyway, (such as cooking for them and helping them bathe) so it was not felt to be as 
lacking as financial support. 

It is important to note that although physical support was often not as valued, it was 
more intimate. Therefore, older persons who had poor relationships with their family were 
often more likely to receive financial rather than physical care. For example, some family 
members fulfilled their filial duty by providing shopping for their parents but did not help 
with physical tasks. Consequently, while financial support was often considered more 

important, physical support often generated closer social connections and love.  

In the context of not receiving enough care, many older persons explained that they felt 

like burdens and did not like asking family members for support. A number felt that they 
should not ask too much because their relatives were struggling and should prioritise 
caring for the younger generation. For example, Faith, who lived with her daughter and a 

Box 4-1: What does 'smearing' a house entail? 

House ‘smearing’ is the process whereby a mixture 
of mud and cow dung (to smoothen the paste and 

kill microorganisms) is applied to the walls and 
floor of traditional Nandi housing. Floors must be 
repaired weekly and walls every 6 – 12 months. It 

is a physically demanding task and is expected to 
be carried out by younger female members of the 
family. 
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son who had a disability said that: ‘I don’t want to ask my sons for help because they are 

educating their own children and they are also paying for my daughter to attend college. So, 
I’m not complaining that they don’t give me money because they are already doing a lot.’ 
Respondents often felt stressed and upset when they asked for help and did not receive it. 
One woman explained: ‘I don’t like going to my son’s house to ask for something. It stresses 

me out when I ask them for something and they say that they don’t have it, as I feel they don’t 
want to help me.’ 

Within wealthier families, children sometimes provided care by hiring labourers to work 
on the land, or a woman to help with housework. This freed up the children’s time to earn 
money instead, while still enabling them to fulfil their filial obligation to their parents. In 
general, informants were more favourable towards the hiring of labourers than of house-
help, with some expressing the opinion that somebody who did the housework could 

abuse the older person. In essence, the hiring of house-helps was perceived to be a failure 
of the older persons’ children to provide adequate, loving care. The consequence was, of 
course, that women were less able to abdicate their caring responsibilities by hiring help, 
which meant that younger women often had the double burden of earning money and 

providing care.  

Care is reciprocal 

With the breakdown in the traditional support system, care had increasingly become 
conditional and needed to be earned. Van der Geest (2002), working in Ghana, has found 
that: ‘If respect is the basis of care for old people, it is respect, 

which will be less and less rewarded on the basis of advanced 
age alone. The care, which is given to the elderly, is 
increasingly a measure of the care that they gave to their 
children when they were young.’ In Lolkeringet, although it 

was felt that some children were ‘bad’ and were never going to 
care for their parents, in general, it was believed that the 
quality of care given by adult children to their parents was based on the memory of care 
that they themselves received when they were younger (although this was, of course, 
limited by their own resources and time constraints). Isaac, who lived with his youngest 

son’s family, noted, for example that:  

 ‘I am respected and cared for because I cared for my children when I was younger. Some 
families are different – they don’t respect their father because the father has a problem and 

complains about his sons and daughters and so is left alone. But when my children were 
young, I monitored them and gave them advice and took care of them and so now, they take 

care of me.’  

‘When we become old, we will 
depend on our own children 
because we have cared for 

older persons.’ 

Focus group discussion – 

Younger men 
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This view was similarly expressed by John, who lived alone, but ate with his son’s family. 

He explained that: ‘Those who didn’t take care of their children will still be taken care of in 
their old age because you can’t leave people alone. But they will not be taken care of in a good 
way. As they didn’t take good care of their children, they will not be taken care of with respect.’  

This reciprocity of care continues into the present day. In Lolkeringet, the more an older 
person was able to provide and actively contribute to their family circles, the stronger 
their social connections with their family members and, therefore, the more likely they 

were to receive love and care in return.10 Of course, the more care that an older person 
provided in the past, the less care they needed to provide in the present to maintain their 
social connections, because the love between family members was stronger and took 
longer to deteriorate (and, in many cases, would never deteriorate at all). As one older 
man explained: 

‘Older men should continue to provide for the family – this is how they are respected. 
However, if an older man is unable to provide then the respect will remain because people 

know that he was able to provide for them when he was younger. If he took care of his 
children when he was younger, then his children will give back to him when he grows older. 
But, people who didn’t provide as much for their family when they were younger receive a 

different type of respect. If they didn’t take good care of their children when younger, they will 

receive less care.’ 

Given that care was both physical and financial, older persons did not necessarily need to 
have provided significant financial support to their family members in order to receive 

care in return. If, for example, a woman had looked after the household and provided 
loving, physical care to her children, she would most likely receive a similar degree of 
care in old age. However, if her adult children lived in poverty, or were overworked, they 
would not necessarily be able to provide the level of care that was required.  

Older persons with more tenuous social connections struggled as they became frailer 
since they neither received sufficient care nor had the means to actively strengthen their 

social connections, by providing or helping out. Such people often emphasised how much 
they had done – or were continuing to do – for their family members, in order to justify 
why they should be receiving care. Emmanuel, for example, was in his nineties and 
without a nuclear family as he was once an alcoholic who often slept on the streets. In 
the last few years, he had lived with his nephew due to health issues. During interviews, 

Emmanuel constantly stated that he wanted his own house as he felt uncomfortable 

 

10 Golaz et al (2017) similarly found in Uganda that: ‘people’s ability to actually provide and receive care and support 
depends not only on the size of their network and the number of households involved but also on their own economic 
resources and the places involved.’ 
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staying in a room with children. The family was wealthy and could have provided him 

with a small building to sleep in. It was notable that Emmanuel repeatedly tried to 
present himself both as a current provider of the family and as somebody who provided 
for his nephew in the past. He explained, for example, that he made a table for his 
nephew when he was younger and now his nephew was giving back to him. This 

overperformance was often apparent among older persons who had weak social 
connections, as they tried to justify why they should be receiving care.  

The decline of social roles and self-worth 

Inextricably linked to the decline of informal support systems was the decline in older 

persons’ status and social roles. The knowledge that older persons possessed was no 
longer as valued by the younger generation, for they could learn in myriad other ways.11 
Aboderin (2004b) notes that globally, ‘The loss of older people’s religious, economic or 
social authority and functions through education, urbanisation and the development of 
new technologies meant, first, an erosion of their exchange resources, and second, an 

erosion of their power to enforce children’s conformity with filial obligation norms.’  

This was exacerbated by the fact that with the decline in assets and widespread low 

incomes, older persons no longer held the power that they once did: for example, in 
Lolkeringet, older men were no longer in charge of large herds of cattle and, therefore, 
had lost the accompanying negotiating power, and the status that came with it. Amoss 
and Harrell (1981) have explained that generally, ‘the position of the aged in a given 
society can be expressed in terms of how much old people contribute to the resources of 

the group, balanced by the cost they exact, and compounded by the degree of control 
they have over valuable resources.’ In Lolkeringet, older persons found it difficult to 
inhabit their social roles, because what they could offer was no longer as valued as it 
once was. They struggled to actively contribute to their social networks and found 

themselves dependent on their family and community without being able to contribute 
what they wanted in return. As a result, older persons were increasingly associated with 
different markers of ageing, such as increased disability and frailty, and an inability to 
contribute, effectively, to their family circles. 

Consequently, although informants often stated that older persons were the household 
head, in reality, they had very little decision-making power and the role was symbolic. The 
main decision-makers were often those who earned the most money or were the most 

physically active, although this was limited by gender norms (which are discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 6). The younger generation were often very vocal about this. In a focus 

 

11 van der Geest, (2002) has had similar findings in Ghana 
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group discussion with younger women, for example, they dismissed the contributions of 

older women: ‘Younger women are the ones in charge of the household. Older women don’t 
possess this role anymore because they are no longer active.’ When older persons were 
considered the household head, they were often still active and owned the majority of 
their families’ resources. 

With the decline in care, many older persons had to find ways of earning money and 
growing food since they were not receiving enough financial support. Those who did not 

receive enough help from their families – or could not pay people to help – struggled 
with work due to their declining physical capabilities. One person explained that: ‘The 
elderly should be taken care of. I wish I didn’t have to work in the field.’ Particularly in the 
case of older women, they continued to look after their households, feeling both that the 
younger generation did not help them enough, and that they dismissed their own 

contributions. Therefore, not only were older persons not as valued as before, they were 
also less able to enjoy their golden years by properly inhabiting their social roles as 
village elders who supervised the family and the community.12   

With fewer opportunities to be active agents in their social networks, some older persons 
felt frustration, bitterness and decreasing self-worth. One man explained in a focus group 
discussion that: ‘Old age is fine when you are on good terms with your children as each can 

request things from each other. But, if there are disagreements, it’s the worst part of old age 
and growing older.’ Older persons struggled with the ageing process and often expressed 
sentiments such as: ‘My mind is still energetic even though my body is not,’ and ‘this is not 
my body. It has really changed.’ They often emphasised that they should stay active as long 
as possible, for ‘the community views older people as those that are dependent on others.’ It 

was, therefore, important for older persons to avoid entering into dependent relationships 
with family members for as long as possible.  

The majority – though not all – of informants strongly felt that older persons who had 
developed limitations should not be classified as having a disability. The term used in 
Nandi for a ‘person with a disability’ meant ‘those who cannot provide,’ – in other words, 
the vulnerable. The vulnerable were considered to be orphans, single mothers and 
persons with disabilities and as a result, older persons did not want to be put in this 

category, since this would mean that they had reached a point in which they had lost their 
status and decision-making power. 

Older men appeared to struggle more than older women with this loss of autonomy, with 
some men linking their level of happiness to their bodies ageing. For example, one man 

 

12 See, for example, (Appleton, 2000) for a discussion on grandparents’ loss of ‘golden years’ when caring for orphans. 
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in his nineties explained: ‘I was happier when I was younger. I’ve grown weaker now – I can’t 

walk and see and I’m stuck at home and can’t move.’  This is similar to Najjumba-Mulindwa’s 
(2003) findings in Uganda, in which it was hypothesised that older men struggled with 
ageing because they ‘have difficulty in shifting into household functions owing to the 
stigma attached or cultural barriers associated with performing women’s work. The 

difficulty men face in adjusting to such functions may be partly responsible for some of 
the identified practices like alcoholism among elderly men.’ 

During our research, men with limited decision-making power or who were not very 
respected often appeared – after further probing, observations and conversations with 
community members – to have overstated their ability to make decisions and to provide 
for their families. This was especially the case in focus group discussions, when men were 
surrounded by other men. Within in-depth interviews, several men claimed to be the main 

provider or decision maker in the household yet knew much less about their household 
income and expenditure than younger household members. They were not consulted over 
purchases, nor did they have veto power, and in reality, had little choice about how the 
household was run. 

Several men who were well respected members of the community and comparatively well 
off, expressed that they did not want to pass their land on to their sons. These men had 

managed to be providers in old age and were able to pay for labour; they felt a strong 
ownership over their land and wanted to continue being independent. Some of these men 
expressed bitterness towards their sons, claiming that they were only around because 
they wanted their father’s land. Two men even said that their daughters loved them more 
than their sons, because their sons worked on the land so that they could inherit it 

whereas the daughters cared for their fathers even though they were going to inherit 
nothing. Therefore, older persons who were still autonomous sought to hold on to this 
autonomy while resenting those who sought to decrease it.  

Older women experienced ageing differently to men, in part because they did not face as 
much stigma for no longer being a provider to the family (although, as is discussed in 
Chapter 6, many women did, in fact, make significant financial contributions which were 
often overlooked). As explained above, men struggled to enter the domestic sphere when 

they aged, whereas women were already there. Indeed, women found it easier than men 
to survive the death of a spouse since they already knew how to run the household. 
Further, they were more likely to have closer connections with their children because they 
had provided them with physical care when younger. One widowed man explained: ‘I’m 

like a baby because my strength is decreasing, and I can’t do as much. Without anybody to 
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care for me I wouldn’t survive.’ His house had not been smeared since his wife had died, 

and he stated that:13 

 ‘Men struggle more losing their wives than the other way round. A woman provides care to 

everyone, including her husband. The woman does so much for her family, which is why the 
man suffers when his wife dies because he cannot do so much. When a woman dies, the 
children remember their mother, but the man remembers his wife. And he is still stressed 

thinking he can take care of the kids. It can take a man up to 10 years to recover.’ 

Although women also struggled with their ageing bodies, this was often because they 
were expected to continue fulfilling the role of a younger woman and to be active within 

the domestic sphere. In contrast, men were supposed to move towards a position in which 
they supervised their sons and labourers on the farm. Consequently, they were expected 
to have more free time. As one older woman explained: ‘Older women have a higher burden 
as they must care for children. Men don’t have to stay at home and can go to the centre.’ 
Indeed, although daughters-in-law (or single daughters) were expected to do the majority 

of housework, older women were still expected to keep busy and attend to the needs of 
their husbands. One man explained that: ‘When older women are no longer able to do the 
cooking, she would still be respected as long as she knows what belongs to the husband and 
what his needs are.’ Although women took pride in looking after the house, they often 

spoke about how they were tired and struggled with their work. Several women 
mentioned, for example, that they had problems with their hips, which made tasks such as 
cooking and cleaning difficult. 

This disproportionate care and housework burden became evident when discussing older 
persons’ daily routines, since older women spent more hours working than men. In 
Lolkeringet, when answering the question, ‘what do you do to relax?’ men often explained 
that they spent part of their day in the community centre, socialising or watching 

television. In contrast, women struggled to answer the question, and gave answers such 
as, ‘I do normal household chores like clearing, sweeping, collecting,’ or, ‘I have five minutes 
after lunch to relax.’ In a focus group discussion with younger women, it was explained 
that older women can relax, but ‘even then, they are knitting, fixing clothes or making gourds 
which they can sell.’ These gender divisions are similar to those found in numerous other 

time-share studies and research that has been conducted elsewhere (cf. Oxfam, 2017; 
Samuels et al, 2018). 

As with the men, interviews with older women often pointed to a disjuncture between the 
ideal and the reality. For example, two women stated that daughters-in-law did most of 

 

13 See Box 4-1 for an explanation as to what ‘smearing’ a house entails. 
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the housework. However, one of these women lived in a skipped generation household 

and was the sole caregiver of four grandchildren, while the other lived with three 
daughters and two domestic helpers. Consequently, neither were being helped by a 
daughter-in-law. Further, older women often stated that daughters-in-law did most of the 
housework, whilst also complaining, during the same interview, that they were not 

receiving enough help.14 Therefore, older women were keen to present a picture in which 
they were fulfilling their social roles and complying with social norms by supervising a 
daughter-in-law without working themselves. The reality was that many older women 
were still working and finding it difficult to do so. 

4.3 Love, care and assets: how to live an autonomous life 

The experience of ageing was different across Lolkeringet, and some older persons 
struggled with the ageing process less than others. The following three groups are 
categories of people who were able to be autonomous in different ways:  

• Older persons with sufficient assets and resources: They were able to pay people 
to work on the land or received help from younger relatives. Because they had 
sufficient assets, they were still able to make a lot of decisions themselves. Often 

these people were community leaders.  
• Men with much younger wives: In these situations, the younger wives ran the 

household, but the men were still considered the household head. One man, who 
was over a hundred years old and had a wife a third of his age explained: ‘I can 

only show them the way how to live as I don’t have anything else that I can provide.’ 
However, he had no complaints about his age.  

• People who were very old but well looked after: For example, one woman who 
was over a hundred years old explained that she was very happy, even though she 
did nothing more than relax and sleep during the day. Even though her family 

lived in poverty, she was surrounded by relatives and was provided with 
significant physical support. She explained, ‘‘I have people who take care of me and 
I appreciate what I have even though I don’t have everything.’ Another man, who had 
a disability since he was young and was a village leader explained that, 

‘Independence in old age depends on age – if someone is really old then decisions 
should be made by family members, even if they are a man.’  

  

 

14 It should be noted that interviews with younger women showed that daughters-in-law were doing a lot of work. However, 
they often had to look after two households, whilst also earning money and so their time was spread thin. 
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In summary, those older persons who were more autonomous and satisfied with their 
lives were those who had assets and continued to be decision makers or who received 
sufficient care. If older persons received sufficient care, they felt loved and respected, and 
did not struggle as much with being dependent on others. Loving physical care could lead 
to a greater feeling of self-worth, even in the context of poverty and limited resources. Of 

course, as discussed above, older persons were more likely to receive loving care in old 
age if they had provided sufficient care for their relatives in the past: this ‘memory of care’ 
enabled them to age with dignity and respect.



5. The impact of the 
pension on recipients’ 

autonomy
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Although only three payment cycles had reached the community by the time of the 

follow-up study – and some recipients did not receive all three payments – there were 
already changes that could be observed. The pension, by alleviating some of the main 
causes of vulnerability and marginalisation that older persons faced in Lolkeringet, helped 
counteract some of the external constraints that prevented them from living their ‘good 

lives’. With fewer external constraints, recipients were more able – if they chose – to live 
more autonomously, which often led to a greater sense of self-worth.15 

5.1 Greater decision-making 

During the research, the majority of recipients expressed a strong sense of ownership over 

the pension. They emphasised that the pension was theirs and that they should decide 
how it should be spent. However, the extent to which recipients were actually the main 
decision maker over their pension depended on their internal capabilities, their structural 
environment, and their own values and priorities, and as Table 5-1 demonstrates, 

recipients of the OPCT and Inua Jamii social pension reported differing degrees of 
decision making. 

Table 5-1 Self-reported decision-making over the pension 

Total Number 

Sole decision maker 30 

Decision maker - consults and decides with family members 9 

Does not make decisions 4 

Unclear 8 

However, the reality of the decision-making process was more nuanced than Table 5-1 
indicates. For example, as is discussed Chapter 6 below, some women stated that they 
were the sole decision maker over the pension, but then emphasised that this was only 
because they spent their pension in a way that befitted their role within the household. If 
they spent the pension in a manner that, for example, their husband disapproved of, then 
the decision-making process could be different.  

In general, the actual degree to which recipients made decisions can be divided into five 
different scenarios, with the first two being the most common: 

  

 

15 See also Lloyd-Sherlock (2002) who explains that, ‘an older person may not have the internal capability to engage in hard 
manual work. But external constraints may mean they are excluded from other types of work. Taken together, this means 
the person lacks a combined capability to work—a common problem for poor older people in the South.’ 



5   The impact of the Pension on recipients’ autonomy 

 35 

Most likely to decide on their own how their pension should be spent: This group 
generally included older persons who were still the heads of households such as men 
who were still physically active or women who were widows and already made decisions 
separate to their children.  

Likely to decide on their own how their pension should be spent: This group consisted of 
recipients who either: a) had tensions with their family; b) felt they were not consulted 
enough over household decisions; c) struggled with the fact that they could not provide 

as much anymore; and, d) felt they were burdens whenever they asked family members or 
the community for financial help.  

Likely to decide how the pension should be spent with family members: This group 
consisted of recipients who had close relationships with family members and wanted to 
include them in the decision-making process, or who used their pension for the household 
and so felt other people should be consulted. The group also included recipients who did 
not feel that they had sufficient financial knowledge to decide by themselves how to 

spend the pension, and married couples who presented their union as a partnership.  

Consults other family members but is not considered the main decision maker: This group 

included women who consulted with their husbands so that their husbands could ensure 
that their wives used their pensions appropriately. In other cases, women explained that 
their husbands would not intervene and decide how the pension should be spent, as long 
as they did not misuse the money. This group also included recipients who did not feel 
that they had sufficient financial knowledge to make decisions by themselves: in this 

sense, autonomy was impacted by the events of a person’s lifecycle, and a person who has 
had fewer opportunities to spend or earn their own money may not feel comfortable 
deciding how to spend the pension themselves.  

Does not decide how the pension should be spent: This group consisted of recipients who 
had not made decisions within their family for a number of years. In general, these were 
women who were well cared for by family members, or male or female recipients who had 

experienced physical or cognitive decline in old age. In these cases, the recipients 
generally did not collect the pension themselves, and family members decided how it 
should be spent, sometimes consulting with the recipient on what they wanted. For 
example, one recipient who had dementia lived with her son and his wife. The pension 
was used to pay for general household costs, such as more meat, clothes for the children 

and tomato seedlings. However, the son indicated that, as a result of the pension, he had 
bought his mother more rice – which was her favourite food – and had given her a 
mattress. During interviews, recipients either seemed happy with this arrangement or 
were not capable of giving an interview.   
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5.2 More choice over household expenditure and greater 
income security 

Because only three transfers had reached the community at the time of the follow-up 
study, most recipients prioritised short term expenditures over longer term investments. 

This is demonstrated by Figure 5-1 below, which categorises how recipients spent their 
pension. 

As would be expected, the pension brought about much greater income security for 
recipients, by helping them to smooth their consumption and deal better with shocks. For 
instance, Regina, who was aged 85 and recently widowed, ran a small business of growing 
and selling sweet potatoes and pumpkins. However, she could not harvest that year due 
to lack of rainfall. ‘Thankfully’, she said: ‘I have the pension funds to fall back on.’ She bought 

food in bulk which she used throughout the month as she had sufficient income during 
the payday. Agnes, meanwhile, opted to buy two bags of maize which would last her 
family (including her husband who was in a polygamous set-up) for four months. Her sons 
had failed to plant maize that year. In a further example, 2 recipients used their pension 

to buy sheep which could then be slaughtered for special occasions or when the money 
was needed. 

As Figure 5-1 demonstrates, a significant number of pensioners prioritised purchasing 
essential items. For example, 19 recipients put money towards buying household items, 
and 11 towards paying for medical expenses. External constraints limited how much 
choice recipients had over what they could purchase. In cases of poverty, vulnerability, 
poor health and limited care, recipients were often forced to spend all their pension on 

essential items. Therefore, they survived but did not thrive. For example, Margaret – who 
lived alone and was not helped by her family – spent her pension on food, medical 
treatment and paying back informal loans. She explained that: ‘The pension is not much 
but it has enabled me to buy the things I need.’ Before the pension, she had largely survived 

by selling off her land and giving the shopkeepers the money, with the promise that they 
would provide her with food and household items whenever she needed it. However, 
many of these shopkeepers had since gone out of business. Another older woman, 
Jackline, lived in a skipped generation household with four grandchildren. She lived on 
rented land and spent her pension on rent, food and clothes. As she emphasised, ‘I have to 

buy everything – it’s only water that I don’t buy.’  
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Figure 5-1: Categories of expenditure among pension recipients16 

 

 

16 Icons for this infographic have been sourced at https://www.flaticon.com. 
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Many recipients used the pension to increase their household food security, with 32 out of 
47 older persons stating that they spent the pension on food. A number declared that the 
money gave them more choice in buying food, leading to higher consumption of protein 
and nutritious food items. Prior to the pension, the majority of households relied on ugali 
and greens for their meals, while meat was consumed often only on a monthly basis, at 

most. However, with the introduction of the pension, the rate of meat consumption 
increased. As John stated:  

‘Using the pension I will buy food that builds the body, like meat, eggs and [dried fish]. Eating 
this food makes your body strong and stops it shrinking. And diseases won’t send you to the 

hospital as quickly.’ 

A lot of the food purchases were not essential but were instead treats. This included not 
only meat, but also sugar, tea leaves, lighter foods or even better-quality cooking oil, as 
pensioners opted to vary their diets or eat healthier food. They had not been able to do 
this before, either due to lack of funds or because they had not been involved in the 

decision-making process over what was bought. For example, Cecilia’s schoolteacher son 
had a house next door, but he lived elsewhere with his family during term-time. She 
explained that:  

‘My son gave me money and it was enough to be comfortable. But I had no choice, I couldn’t 
choose my own food. He would buy my food and leave me 300 shillings a month. I wanted to 

eat meat, but he’s an Adventist so won’t buy it for me. Now I can buy it for myself.’ 

In addition to these treats, many recipients used their pension to purchase ‘frivolous’ 
items – that is, items that they did not consider essential, but which enhanced their lives. 
For example, 12 out of 47 older persons had spent part of their pension on clothes, and 

they often proudly showed the interviewers their new trousers and even, in one case, their 
pink crocs. A further 3 pensioners bought themselves blankets and bedsheets to be more 
comfortable at night. Similar findings have been reported in Uganda as a result of the 
Senior Citizens’ Grant (Gelders and Athias, 2019).  

Another non-essential expenditure was the improvement of housing. One man used his 
pension to buy two iron sheets to build himself a new latrine: a Community Health Worker 
had deemed the original a health hazard, but the man had not prioritised improving it 

until the pension was introduced. Another older person chose to build themselves a new 
house and two had begun to build a new kitchen. In addition, 3 recipients used their 
pension to smear their house, 1 to paint it and 1 bought iron sheets to improve his roof. 
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Several other recipients also indicated plans to improve their housing or to build a new 

homestead in the future.17  

In some cases, recipients used their pension to make innovative purchases. In these 

scenarios, the recipients were not struggling financially and so had the opportunity to try 
new things. As Cecilia explained:  

‘I decided to grow Napier grass, to prepare, in case there’s a drought. I was trying to be 
resourceful. I can make my own decisions now; there’s nobody to control me.’ 

5.3 More opportunity to invest and earn income 

For many older persons, the pension was an opportunity to earn income (either cash or in-

kind) in a different way to before. By no longer needing to earn as much money, 
pensioners were able to refocus their time and spend more time working within their own 
households, by doing housework, looking after the family or working in the field. Similar 
findings have been found elsewhere. For example, a study in Uganda has found that, as a 

result of the Senior Citizens Grant, there was a statistically significant reduction in paid 
labour for older persons, as well as an increase in own-account work (Gelders and Athias, 
2019). Meanwhile, in Mexico, Galiani et al (2014) found that the Adultos Mayores 
programme was ‘associated with a reduction in paid work outside the house and an 
increase in unpaid work on a family farm or in a family business’. 

In general, it was felt that as a result of the pension, recipients should reduce their time 
spent working in the field, or in physically demanding jobs and focus instead on 

businesses that were not as physically taxing. As Richard, aged 75, explained: ‘I’m happy to 
hand over the responsibility of supervising the land to some of my sons. The pension has 
helped me gain more success in my business and more respect in the community.’ Therefore, 
the pension helped recipients to earn money in a way that was appropriate for their age, 
thereby affording them more freedom to live a ‘good life’ and to earn money with greater 

dignity and self-worth.  

In Lolkeringet, 14 out of 47 recipients invested some of their pension in a small business. 

Anne, for example, was building herself a new house so that she could transform her old 
one into a nursery and expand her flower business. Other recipients spent some of their 
funds on agricultural inputs, in order to sell more tomatoes and pineapples. Nicholas, for 
example, was building an irrigation system that generated water for his crops and his 

 

17 Elsewhere in Uganda, South Africa and Zambia, pensioners have also been shown to prioritise repairing their houses or 
building new ones (S Kidd, 2018; S. D. Kidd, 2016; Neves et al., 2009) 
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toilet, and he planned to plant more fruit trees that he could harvest and sell on the 

market.18 He specifically stated that he was building an irrigation system so that he could 

continue to earn money from farming, without having to engage in the physically 

strenuous tasks himself. 

Out of the 47 recipients, several also invested in livestock, which served both as an 
investment and as an income generator. 2 recipients spent their pension on the upkeep of 
cattle, and at least 5 expressed their intention to save up for a cow, including several 
women who wished to keep it for milk. Evelyn, who was widowed, explained that she 
wanted a cow so that she could ‘sell the milk and grow stronger,’ and she had already 
managed to save up KES 2,000. In addition, 1 older person had bought a goat. Chickens – 
which were cheaper than the other livestock - were regarded as a more achievable 
investment, and 4 recipients had already purchased chickens, with many others aspiring 
either to do so, or to build or improve their chicken coops. For example, Regina had 
already started saving to build a chicken coop, and Brigid intended to do so with the next 
instalment of her pension. Both wanted to start a small business selling eggs and poultry.  

The pension also increased recipients’ ability to save, invest and plan ahead, which will 

likely lead to more long-term and sustainable investments in the future. For example, at 

least 3 recipients reported that they were saving their money to make a more significant 

purchase, with Brigid even putting KES 500 per instalment towards her female savings 

group.  

5.4 Enabling other family members to have greater income 
security 

A significant impact of the pension was that it indirectly brought economic benefits to 
family members. Many older persons had not experienced significant increases in 
expenditure as a result of the pension because their family members no longer gave them 
as much financial support.  Indeed, several recipients went out of their way not to receive 

help from their family upon receiving the pension. One pensioner, Rodgers, was called 
‘stubborn’ by his daughter-in-law, as he often refused support, and told his family not to 
give him financial gifts because he had his own.  

Recipients were now more likely to pay for their own food and medication than before the 
pension was introduced. This is similar to findings in South Africa, in which older persons 
receive lower remittances from their adult children once they benefit from the pension 
(Jensen, 2004). In Lolkeringet, this did not mean that recipients stopped receiving help 

18 Numerous studies in other countries show that pension recipients often invest in productive assets, such as agricultural 
inputs, livestock and trade (e.g. Gelders & Athias, 2019; Martinez, 2004). 
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altogether. For many older persons, there was an expectation that their family would help 

out once the pension ran out.  

Family members therefore benefited from the pension, because they could direct the 

extra funds towards their own needs. Brigid explained that: ‘My children are happier 
because they can focus on their own worries now.’ Several younger family members stated 
that they were now more able to concentrate on their own income generating activities. 
One woman, Hope, who was a single mother and had a close relationship with her 

mother, Regina, explained that: ‘I feel boosted by the pension. The money that I used to 
spend on Regina I can now spend on myself, my child and grandchild. And I have more money 
to feed my cow.’ 

Recipients often emphasised that family members were now able to prioritise investing in 
the younger generation, and indeed, it is likely that children benefited the most from the 
freed up funds, not only from having more food, but also by having new clothes and more 
school supplies. One older woman in a focus group discussion even explained that her 

grandchildren were now more able to go to school, because they did not have to take care 
of her as much. Further advantages that the pension brought to grandchildren are 
discussed in more detail, below.  

It should be noted that it was also common for younger family members to report that 
they felt that the pension had not brought significant changes to their lives. These 
informants were often people who either had hoped to benefit from the pension (such as 
being able to build a new room), had older relatives who had not spent the pension in a 

way that benefited the family, or who were wealthier members of the community and 
were accustomed to greater amounts of money. Despite this, it should be noted that in 
several cases, family members reported there had been little change as a result of the 
pension, despite our more detailed quantitative research showing that the pension had 

resulted in an increase in household expenditure.  

5.5 Enabling older persons to be less of a burden 

Despite receiving less financial support from family members, many recipients were 
positive about the situation because they were in control of their own funds and did not 

need to bother their relatives as much. Evelyn explained, for example, that: ‘I’m the only 
decision maker for how the pension is spent. Before I had no source of income other than what 
my daughters gave me, so they made the decisions mostly. But now that I have the pension, I 
can call it my own money and I’m really happy.’ 

Recipients especially emphasised that they now felt like less of a burden to their relatives 
and were pleased that family members could prioritise their own wants and needs. One 
pensioner, Cecilia, explained: ‘I don’t have to depend on my son as much now. He has three 
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children, including an orphan, and is paying their school fees so I don’t want to bother him.’ 

Recipients reported a greater sense of mental wellbeing because they experienced less 
rejection from their family members. Rosemary explained that: ‘Before the pension, I would 
beg from my children and they would say: “Are we the bank?” And that stressed me out, 
knowing that they didn’t want to give money to me. But now that I have my own money, I’m so 

much less stressed.’ Many recipients regarded their dependence as shameful, and often 
referred to the act of asking for money as ‘begging’. One older person – who never 
received her third payment – explained that, when she realised that she was not going to 
receive her pension, she chose not to ask her son for money but instead bought food on 

credit from a shop. This was preferable to having to return to the dependent relationship 
that she had been in before.  

For many older persons, the decrease in rejection led to social connections becoming less 

damaged. Respondents often perceived the enactment of ‘love’ to be when a person gave 
their family what they wanted, and the failure of family members to help older persons 
when they needed it weakened the love – and, therefore, the social connections – 
between them. One woman explained, ‘When I was begging, I felt like I wasn’t loved’ and 

another stated that, ‘I felt my family were looking down on me when I asked for money.’ The 
pension therefore limited these disagreements and reduced the likelihood of recipients 
feeling that they were not loved.  

Many recipients sought to reduce these feelings of rejection by spending their pension on 
addressing areas where their care had been absent. For example, Faith spent her pension 
on a new kitchen, as her old kitchen was a traditional building with a thatched roof. 
Whenever it rained, the roof leaked, and as she could not ask her children for financial 

help, she paid for the straw and labour by selling assets, such as a goat. Agnes and her 
husband, meanwhile, chose to spend their pension on medicine to spray their cow at 
home. In the past, they took the cow to the dip but ‘the cow would get stuck in the river and 
it was really difficult to get it out.’ Younger men were supposed to do this job, but Agnes’s 

sons, who all lived in neighbouring houses, had not done so.  

At least 11 recipients used their pension to pay somebody to do tasks for them, often 
because they had been waiting on family members to help out, or because they had not 

felt that they could ask for assistance. Anne, for example, hired somebody to smear her 
house for her, as it was too difficult to do herself and she had not received any help from 
female family members.19 These outcomes are similar to findings in Zambia and Uganda 
and demonstrate a desire by older persons to reduce their dependency,  by taking charge 

when care is lacking, thereby enhancing their self-worth (S Kidd, 2018; S. D. Kidd, 2016). 

 

19 See Box 4-1 for an explanation as to what ‘smearing’ a house entails. 
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Several recipients even expressed a desire to hire a caretaker and regretted that the 

pension was too small to be able to do so.  

Box 5-1: What did pensioners pay people to do for them? 

Noting that some recipients paid for more than one task to be carried out: 

• 7 people directed some of their pension towards hiring somebody to help with farming (though 3 
already hired labourers); 

• 2 people hired somebody to cut trees for firewood; 
• 1 woman hired somebody to fetch water; 
• 1 woman hired somebody to wash her clothes; 
• 3 women hired somebody to smear their houses; 
• 1 man hired somebody to fix up his roof; 
• 1 woman paid for somebody to help out with general household tasks because she had a bad 

knee. 

5.6 Becoming a provider for others 

Although many recipients felt that the pension should be used for their own needs, they 

often shared part of their funds with their family and community. The degree to which 
this occurred depended on the recipient’s needs – for example, whether they had poor 
health – their household dynamics, and also their own values and whether they felt it was 
important to share. As Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2000) emphasise, a person may have 

the capability to work towards achieving their ‘good life’ but may choose not to do so. In 
the context of Lolkeringet, recipients could choose, for example, to spend their pension 
on alcohol instead of sharing it with their families but could then feel annoyed that their 
families did not want to assist them in return. 

It should be emphasised that since Lolkeringet was not a community with many people 
living in extreme poverty – nor were there many skipped generation households – the 
impacts of sharing were not as significant as has been found in some other studies. As 

discussed above, recipients were more able – and more expected – to spend their 
pension on their own needs, thereby freeing family members up to invest in other family 
needs, such as care for young children. 

Within Lolkeringet, recipients shared their pension both directly and indirectly. For 
example, many family members benefited because the pension contributed towards 
general household expenses, with 41 out of 47 recipients using at least a proportion of 
their pension in a way that benefited other members of the family. Agnes, for example, 

bought milk and two sacks of maize, the latter of which was expected to last her family 
(which included her husband and two grandsons) 4 months. For recipients who were well 
integrated into a family or who were household heads, their pension inevitably 
contributed towards household costs. As John explained: ‘I buy the food for where I’m taken 
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care of.’ Other older persons chose to save up part of their pension or to invest in livestock 

in order to be prepared in case of shocks occurring within the family. Nicholas, for 

example, had set aside KES 1,000, ‘to deal with unexpected costs, such as taking my children 

to hospital when they are sick.’ 

In addition to these indirect benefits, 17 recipients reported directly sharing their pension 

with others. This was often by helping out family members: Sylvia, for example, paid for 

the medical bills of her grandson who had hurt his leg and cleared another grandson's 

school fees because he could not accept a job before this was done. Agnes, meanwhile, 

bought clothes for her two grandchildren.  

Sharing also occurred outside of the immediate family. Cecilia, for example, sent some 
money to her daughter via M-Pesa, as her daughter lived far away and had recently had 
twins. Several recipients opted to donate to the community: three women, for example, 
had donated to the church, with Regina providing KES 1,200, and Winnie KES 1,500. As 
discussed in Chapter 7, the church was an important safety net for many members of the 
community.  

A key means by which recipients used their pension to contribute to the family was by 

helping their grandchildren. Recipients often emphasised that their grandchildren and 

their education needed to be prioritised so that they could be successful later in life. 

Grandchildren benefited from the pension by being able to eat better, being given clothes, 

soap and shoe polish, having some of their school costs paid for, and being given other 

‘treats’ such as airtime for their mobile phone. Indeed, 12 recipients – all women – 

reported contributing towards their grandchildren’s schooling with their pension. This 

number was possibly higher, as recipients who were heads of household and were already 

paying for school costs would have benefited from the increase in income. 

One schoolteacher confirmed these positive benefits, stating that children now had better 
shoes and books as a result of the pension. There is substantial evidence in other 
countries that children benefit both directly and indirectly from pensions, with 
grandchildren eating more meals, being less stunted and increasing their weight-for-
height (cf. Case, 2001; Duflo, 2000; Gelders and Athias, 2019).20 However, as grandparents 
and grandchildren rarely lived in skipped generation households in Lolkeringet, the 
impacts are not expected to be as significant as in places where there are higher rates of 
grandparents being the primary caregiver of children.  

Recipients were also able to contribute to their family through non-monetary means. As 
has already been discussed, by shifting to less labour-intensive income generating 

20 See also for impacts on grandchildren, for example, Devereux (2001) and Mendizabal & Escobar (2013). 
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activities, recipients had more time available for other things, thereby allowing them to 

offer greater care within the home. As discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, this point 
was more applicable to older women, as they were expected to continue having a 
supervisory and caring role within the household. In contrast, men were more likely to 
visit their friends in the community centre during their free time.  

Recipients who shared their pension, or who were more able to help out, felt a greater 
sense of self-worth and were proud that they were able to contribute to their household 

and community. Regina explained that: ‘I like that when someone approaches me for help, 
I’m in a position to do so. I like giving – it makes me happy when I can assist someone.’ By 
providing for their family – especially their grandchildren – recipients not only felt as if 
they were more able to inhabit the social role of a provider, but that they were valued 
again as a grandparent because they had something to give. For example, Josephine 

explained that: ‘When my grandchildren visited, I couldn’t give them anything. The pension 
has helped me a lot because now I can buy things like sugar and tea and give it to them when 
they come. Now, my grandchildren can depend more on me, rather than their parents.’ As a 
result of the pension, Josephine was, therefore, more able to fulfil the social ideal of being 

a grandparent: loved and surrounded by grandchildren.  

5.7 Care, reciprocity and social connections  

By reducing their dependency and actively contributing to their social networks, 
recipients were able to strengthen their social connections and develop stronger 

relationships with their family. Recipients found that by being able to provide, they were 
not only more appreciated, but their relatives paid them more attention. Cecilia explained 
that: ‘My daughter is not in a position to visit and has a lot of responsibilities, but whenever I 
send money, she rings and says, “Thank you so much Mum, may God continue blessing you 
with many years.” And when I share with my grandson, we relate very well with each other 

because I can provide for him and he isn’t lacking. Now we are chatting more and have more 
conversations.’ Other recipients were able to build their social connections by using their 
pension to pay for transport to visit friends and family. Isaac, who now visited his family 
more, explained that, ‘My children live in Tarbot and Eldoret. Therefore, the pension is 

helping me to feel closer to my other relatives.’  

In Lolkeringet, kinship and love were not static and had to be continually re-created by 

the sharing of food, gifts and even cash. Through the process of sharing the pension and 
increasing physical proximity, recipients were able to regenerate love and create enduring 
relationships (cf. Geissler & Prince, 2004; van der Geest, 2002). Of course, as discussed 
above, the more care that a person provided in the past, the stronger their social 
connections in the present. For individuals who were already loved and well looked after,  

their family members often emphasised that, while they were pleased that the pension 
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meant that the recipient relied on them less, they still felt it was their role to provide 

care, and that there would be love in the house regardless of what the recipient did with 
the money. One woman, Mercy, explained: ‘Don’t love money. Money is the root of all evil. 
With or without money, love is there.’ However, recipients who had cared well for their 
family in the past were probably more likely to altruistically share their pension, or at 

least the benefits. One woman explained: ‘A person can have many things but without love 
that means nothing. People should provide support at the level that they have. When you 
receive a pension, you should assist more. When God has blessed you more, bless others more.’ 

In contrast, for those older persons who were not receiving sufficient care, or who had 
tenuous relationships with their family members – either because of poverty or because 
they had not provided sufficient care to their family members when younger – the 
pension played a key role in allowing them to build their relationships and therefore 

regenerate love. Celestine, for example, defined care as being provided with medication 
or clothes when she asked for it. She explained that she now received more care than 
before the introduction of the pension. However, as physical care was considered more 
intimate than financial support, it remains to be seen how much the pension increased 

the degree of physical care that recipients received.   

Older persons with weak social connections were often the most vocal about how the 

pension would help recipients access more care. For example, Angela, who had failed to 
register for the pension (although she had tried), was in a difficult position in her 
household. Her son was a known drunk, and she lived instead with her grandchildren with 
whom she clearly felt uncomfortable. Indeed, one of her main coping mechanisms was to 
stay in other people’s houses in the community or to travel and visit relatives who lived 

elsewhere. She felt strongly that older persons had to provide in order to receive care and 
she earned money weaving so as not to be dependent. She explained that if older persons 
were able to share their pension, this would have a significant impact on their social 
relations: 

‘Now that older persons have pensions, family members will be willing to take care of them. 
The older person is able to provide money for the family and, in return, their family will 

provide more care for the older person. You are loved more because you can provide. I don’t 

like to beg, and I don’t like people who beg.’ 

Angela emphasised that it was important that she earned money because her 

grandchildren were only happy to provide her with care if they knew she was working. If 
she didn’t work, there would be conflict and her family would look down on her if she 
borrowed money. A similar sentiment was expressed by John who, as a result of the 
pension, had bought three sheep. In order to make these purchases, he had put forward 

KES 6,000 and another son had matched this amount. When asked why his son had done 
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this, John explained: ‘When you have something, other people come close. And when you 

don’t, they go away, and you can’t go to them.’ 

Therefore, for older persons who had weaker social connections, they needed to use their 

pension responsibly if they wanted to strengthen their relationships. One woman 
explained that: ‘Those who are receiving the pension shouldn’t use it only to buy food items. 
They should use the pension to do something that brings in money. You eat the food and then 
it’s gone. You have to do more with the money.’ Likewise, another woman explained that, 

‘The community sees older people as burdens because they don’t want to have to look after 
them. When my neighbour’s husband died, she had to stay with her daughter because her 
grandchildren didn’t want to care for her.’ Therefore, if recipients with more tenuous social 
connections misused their pension, the community and their family members would 
continue to see them as burdens and, as a result, they would receive less care.



6. Older women’s 
economic empowerment
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A critical aspect of the Inua Jamii pension was that, for the first time, many older women 

were receiving a regular influx of cash on an equal basis with their male peers. By 
employing Taylor and Pereznieto’s (2014) definition of economic empowerment, which is 
defined as the ‘process of achieving women’s equal access to and control over economic 
resources, and ensuring they can use them to exert increased control over other areas of 

their lives’, this section examines the extent to which the pension has had an impact on 
female recipients’ economic empowerment. As will be shown, autonomy, self-worth and 
female economic empowerment are intimately linked, although the achievement of one 
can hinder the others.  

6.1 Gender dynamics within Lolkeringet 

Across the world, women are at an economic disadvantage due to a lifetime of care 
responsibilities, discrimination in education, lower levels of labour force participation, and 
limited access to assets (S Kidd, Forthcoming; Samuels et al., 2018). These inequalities 

follow women into old age, as they are less able to access a contributory pension and, 
therefore, to have access to social security. Consequently, they often must sell off their 
assets in order to survive. With the ‘feminisation of ageing’, not only are there more older 
women worldwide than men, but they have less wealth, land, assets and decision-making 
power than their male peers (Samuels et al., 2018). 

In Lolkeringet, social norms dictated a clear division between how the two genders 
should engage in income generating activities. Women partook in small businesses such 

as selling vegetables, soap or sugar, and owned and cared for chickens. In contrast, men 
were associated with businesses that brought in a higher income, such as selling milk and 
pineapples or renting out houses. Younger women explained that: ‘The type of businesses 
that men and women own depends on how they are viewed by society. As the head of 
households, men do bigger businesses, such as herding cows. Some of the women could own 

businesses, but most are too busy with other tasks.’ 

Cows, in particular, held special importance in Nandi culture and were regarded as the 

most prestigious way to be wealthy, at least, by the older generation. Consequently, cows 
were deemed an asset for men, and it was not seen as appropriate for women to own 
cows due to ‘Nandi culture.’ In contrast, chickens generated a small amount of money and 
so were considered part of the domestic sphere. An older woman explained that: ‘Rearing 

chickens is a good way to earn money as it does not involve much work, and women are 
known for it. So, it’s a respectable money earner for women.’ Another explained: ‘The money 
involved with selling a cow is a lot, so men are in charge. But chickens are small, so it’s still 
the woman who can sell it.’  
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These gender divisions had an impact on decision-making roles. Husbands were regarded 

as the heads of the household and the main financial decision-makers in the family 
(unless they were dependent on the younger generation). Yet, in reality, decision-making 
was not so clear cut. Kabeer (2001) explains that: ‘Few cultures operate within starkly 
dichotomous distributions of power with men making all the decisions and women 

making none. More commonly we find a hierarchy of decision-making responsibilities 
recognised by the family and community, which reserves certain key areas of decision-
making for men in their capacity as household heads while assigning others to women in 
their capacity as mothers, wives, daughters and so on.’ Within Lolkeringet, men were the 

decision-makers on larger expenditures, but women were in charge of purchasing day-to-
day household items. They either directed their own funds towards this or were given 
money by their husbands or children. In general, husbands did not decide on the minutiae 
of expenditure in the domestic sphere as long as their wives spent it ‘responsibly’. One 
woman explained: ‘I can rear chickens without asking permission from my husband.’ 

Therefore, as long as older women complied with social norms and cared for the domestic 
sphere, their husbands generally did not interfere. 

These gender divisions were not viewed negatively by older women. As discussed in 
Chapter 4, part of the ‘ideal’ social role for older women was to supervise the household 
and family, and many took pride in achieving this. Several women spoke positively about 
their husbands being the main provider and decision-maker. Faith, for example, explained 
that: ‘My husband [who passed away] was the one who was the final decision-maker over 

finances. I can’t be offended, however, because at the end of it, my sons were well-educated 
and able to provide for their own families.’ Likewise, Delilah briefly cared for her husband’s 
cows after he passed away, but she found it stressful and was relieved when her 
grandsons took over as she felt that they had more security and could stop the cows from 

being stolen. She explained that: ‘Money should be handled by the man, and the wife should 
ask the man for money.’  

It should not be surprising that many women wanted men to lead in financial decision-
making. Kabeer (2001) explains that women in certain contexts make choices which ‘are 
essentially disempowering,’ and that, ‘deeply-entrenched rules, norms and practices which 
shape social relations […] and which help to influence behaviour, define values and shape 
choice. Since women are likely to be given greater respect within their communities for 

conforming to its norms, and to be penalised if they do not, their own values and 
behaviour are likely to reflect those of the wider community and to reproduce its 
injustices.’ In Lolkeringet, many older women exercised their autonomy to comply with 
social norms, and their ‘good life’ did not necessarily align with the western definition of 

female economic empowerment.  
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The challenges of pursuing the ‘good life’ for women in Nandi society 

Although these gender divisions were presented as the ideal, the reality was that many 
older women were frustrated by these divisions, because they had been unable, in 
practice, to achieve their ‘good life.’ Notably, both Faith and Delilah were well looked 
after by their husbands and were regarded as successful within the community. As a 

consequence, they spoke positively about the gender divisions that had contributed to 
this success. In contrast, other women expressed frustration that their husbands had not 
cared for them adequately or that they had misspent their money. Rosalyn explained that: 
‘Life could have been good, but he was violent and arrogant. We used to have so many cows, 

but he sold them all to buy his own things.’ In essence, frustrations arose when men did not 
fulfil their side of the bargain by providing for the household and when women were not 
given the items that they wanted. This was especially the case when the women felt that 
their husbands had the money, but were prioritising their own needs first, or when they 
believed that their husbands were not working hard enough.  

Several older persons demonstrated a pragmatic approach towards gender divisions, 
arguing that if the husband fulfilled his social role by providing adequately for his wife 

then he should be the main decision maker; but if he did not, then his wife needed to 
start looking out for herself. One woman explained that: ‘Everybody should have control 
over their own pension. Everybody is hustling for money, so if the man has control over the 
wife’s pension then he may use it for his own needs. But, if they are Christians, and the 
relationship is good, then the man should deal with the wife’s pension.’ Equally, while Delilah 

felt that the husband should handle the money, she also stated that: ‘the younger 
generation is a bad generation. If a man were to handle all the money, then the couple would 
fight. So, it’s better for the husband and wife to handle their own money separately.’  

It is important to note that it was no longer as beneficial for women to comply with 
patriarchal social norms as in the past. As discussed already, the breakdown of traditional 
care and support practices, the decrease in assets, land divisions and male alcoholism 

have all frustrated women’s opportunities to fulfil their social roles. In addition, women’s 
traditional entitlements within the patriarchal society are disappearing. For example, 
Oboler (1996), writing more than twenty years ago, explained that, in Nandi culture, 
women once had more rights to ownership over certain categories of cattle, and that even 
when they did not have a right to the cattle, if they disagreed with their husband’s herd 

management decisions, then their husband could not act against their wishes. However, 
these traditional entitlements had been eroded due to colonialism, the greater use of cash 
crops (which became a male-income generator), and ‘population growth that caused 
patrilineal inheritance by males to rigidify as the criterion for access to land.’ Gender 

divisions and social norms no longer provided women with the same power to influence 
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backstage, nor the same property rights and prestige as before, and as a consequence, it 

was no longer as beneficial to comply. 

Consequently, many older women found that in order to live their ‘good life’, they could 

not fully comply with the behaviour that was traditionally expected of them. Many had 
been obliged to engage in income-generating activities in order to find a different path 
towards providing for the household, or even themselves. Yet, in order not to fully violate 
these social norms, these income-generating activities were the small-scale ‘women’s 

activities’ described above.  

The women most able to cross into the male sphere were widows. Widowed women 

operate a complex position with regards to female economic empowerment. On the one 
hand, they are some of the most vulnerable and social excluded people in society, often 
struggling with the loss of their spouse’s income. On the 
other hand, despite their limited resources and more 
vulnerable position, they are often better able to exert 

control over economic resources and to engage in 
activities that are normally considered appropriate for 
men. Within Lolkeringet, widows were often entrepreneurial and were even allowed to 
own male assets. Cecilia, for example, explained that: ‘In Nandi culture, women don’t own 

cows, especially when their husband is alive. Even if you buy the cow, it’s not yours. But as a 
widow I can buy a cow and call it my own.’  

Consequently, the divisions between male and female economic roles were not as 

entrenched as often assumed. Indeed, it became clear in interviews that there was a 
disjuncture between what was being presented as a social norm and what occurred in 
reality. Although many informants stated that men were the main providers (or even the 
sole providers), further questioning often showed that women – both young and old – 

made significant financial contributions to the household. For example, it was not until 
the second field visit, at the very end of a detailed finance module, that a male recipient 
admitted that his daughter-in-law was a schoolteacher and was, therefore, the 
breadwinner in the family. Similarly, in another household, it was only revealed during the 
second field visit that the daughter-in-law of an older person earned a significant 

proportion of household income through casual labour. In the same way that women’s 
care roles were taken for granted, women’s economic contributions were often trivialised 
because they threatened social norms and had implications for women’s decision-making 
power over the household income.  

  

‘All the men have passed on, 

but I have reached a hundred.’ 

Lilian Jerotich 
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6.2 Entitlement to the pension 

For many women, the introduction of the pension was the first time they had been told 
that they were individually entitled to a sum of money. As one older woman explained: 
‘My only source of income is from the pension. Before the pension, money came from my son 

who works casually sometimes as a builder. This is first time that that I have got money for 
myself.’ 

One woman, Regina, had previously belonged to a household that received the poverty-

targeted OPCT but, as the transferral of funds was made directly to the male household 
head, she had very little interaction with the cash itself. As Regina explained, she had no 
input into how it was spent. In contrast to the OPCT, women were able to access the Inua 
Jamii pension as an individual and, therefore, expressed a strong sense of ownership over 

the funds. Their entitlement to the pension was based on the notion that they were 
receiving it because they were 70 and deserved it as much as the men.21  

The Inua Jamii pension was considered more gender neutral than other assets in the 
community. This was because it was provided to both genders and was sanctioned by the 
government, and also because it was new and did not carry the same restrictive cultural 
connotations as other assets. In one notable example, Rosalyn, who was 69 years of age 
and, therefore, too young to receive the pension, expressed great dissatisfaction that her 

husband had not shared his pension with her. She explained that she wished she could 
have her own cow in order to earn money for herself. Yet, this was not possible because 
cows did not belong to women and, therefore, her husband would steal it. However, she 
felt very strongly that, once she received her own pension, she would enlist the help of 

her son to protect her money from her husband. Her son would protect her cash but not 
her cow, because the cow would not belong to her even if she had paid for it herself, 
demonstrating that within Lolkeringet, women were more entitled to the pension than to 
assets that were regarded as belonging to the male domain. 

6.3 Decision making 

Although women had a strong sense of ownership over the pension, the degree to which 
they were able to decide how the funds should be spent differed between households, 
depending on the specific dynamics within them. The most common scenario was that 
women themselves decided how their pension should be spent (or they decided with 

family members who were not their husband, such as a daughter). For 37.5 per cent of 

 

21 See (Devereux, 2001; Mendizabal & Escobar, 2013) for discussion about how household transfers can lead to older 
persons – especially women – being denied access to the grant 
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women, this was because they were widowed, for 8.3 per cent women it was because they 

were single/separated. and for 8.3 per cent women it was because they were in 
polygamous marriages.22   

However, several married women also decided how to spend their pension, with 43 per 
cent of women stating that they were the sole decision makers over their pension (note 
that 2 of these women were in polygamous marriages). Some of these women expressed 
that their husbands would waste the money if they were in charge, and as a result, they 

felt that they were the best placed to put the funds to ‘good use.’ For instance, Winnie 
explained that: ‘Now that I have my own money, I can make my own decisions. I don’t have to 
ask my husband for my own money and have him tell me what to spend it on.’ Elsewhere, 
numerous studies have shown that cash transfers can lead to an increased involvement of 
women in decision-making on expenditures (Hagen-Zanker et al., 2017).  

As explained above, some recipients who were dependent on family members did not 
want to steer the decision-making process themselves. They expressed a wish to avoid 

responsibility and preferred to let their sons or husbands make the financial decisions for 
them, as it caused ‘mental stress.’ In several households, women consulted their husbands 
about how their pension should be spent. This was not dissimilar to the situation before 
the introduction of the pension in which men played more of a role when larger amounts 

of money were involved. Agnes explained, for example, that when she earned money 
selling vegetables, the money was so small that her husband did not decide how she 
should spend it. However, the pension was a more significant amount of money and so he 
had the final say over her purchases. Agnes did not find this to be an issue and, out of all 
the older women, she was the least resentful towards the control that her husband had 

over her finances. In several other examples, women decided how to spend their own 
pension but emphasised that this freedom was conditional on whether they spent their 
funds responsibly. Their husbands would intervene if they felt their wives were misusing 
their pensions and not fulfilling their social role. In one unusual household, the husband 

and wife emphasised that they sat down and decided how to spend the pension together, 
as a partnership. However, in this scenario, the wife had a higher level of education and 
had previously worked in microfinance as a mobiliser and trainer.  

  

 

22 Out of available data, as for some Focus Group Discussion interviewees, decision-making ability over the pension was 
unclear 
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6.4 What women spent their pension on 

In Lolkeringet, female recipients often talked excitedly about their plans to use the 
pension to start a small business, while some were already investing the pension money 
to expand an existing business. Some invested in small, socially obtainable assets, with 6 

women starting, bolstering (or saving up for) small businesses that could be carried out 
inside the home. These businesses included selling vegetables, eggs, maize, flowers and 
cutlery, with one woman buying rice in bulk in order to generate further income from 
selling it on. By investing in income-generating activities, women attempted to increase 
their income in order to better realise their wants and needs.  

Chapter 5 has already discussed how both male and female recipients treated themselves 
to more ‘frivolous’ items upon receiving their pension. However, this outcome had a 

particularly gendered aspect to it since, before the pension, women were expected to 
spend their income responsibly and prioritise the needs of the household. A major source 
of frustration for women was when they felt that for most of their lives, their husbands 
had denied them ‘frivolous’ items whilst buying similar items for themselves. Cecilia 
explained that: ‘Wives are now really happy to be receiving the pension. Previously, if men 

had money, they wouldn’t share it with their wives and would use it for their own needs. In the 
past, when my husband was alive, I couldn’t get new clothes. I would wear the same clothes 
from January to January. But now, women can buy their own clothes.’ Indeed, upon receiving 
the pension, 5 women bought clothes for themselves.  

As would be expected, the most noticeable effects were among widowed women, as they 
were the most able to enter the male sphere and make financial decisions for themselves. 

As discussed above, female-headed households were often some of the most vulnerable 
in the community, and so the enhanced financial security allowed them to be more 
autonomous within their lives and social networks. Women in polygamous marriages – 
who either lived separately to their husband or shared their husband, and his finances, 
with another family – were also impacted. A notable example was Anne, whose ability to 

exercise her autonomy was restricted by a lack of resources. Although her husband earned 
KES 20,000 a year from renting out his land, he only gave Anne KES 2,000, explaining that 
he also needed to provide for his other family. KES 2,000 was not enough to live on, nor 
enough to buy necessary food items, and Anne had started selling flowers so that she 

‘didn’t have to beg’. She described the year before the pension as the worst period of her 
life, as she had hardly any money and was reliant on her flower-selling business. With the 
pension she had begun to construct a new house (with contributions from her son and 
daughter) so that the old house could be turned into a nursery to grow plants, which 
would enable her to expand her flower selling business. The pension, therefore, allowed 
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Anne to become more empowered financially, in a context in which her traditional source 

of income (her husband) had failed to enable her to live her ‘good life.’  

6.5 How husbands interacted with their wives’ pensions 

When analysing whether the pension has had an effect on female recipients’ economic 

empowerment, it is important to also discuss how men approached their wives’ new 
entitlements. It should, though, first be noted that in Lolkeringet, married women – 
unless they were significantly younger than their husbands – were often unable to fully 
describe how their husbands had spent their pension. Further, men had more freedom to 
use their pension ‘badly’ – for example, on socialising at the community centre – whereas 

women felt more of an obligation to put their pension to good use.  

In several examples, husbands saw their wives’ pension as an opportunity to stop 

providing for their wives. Brigid explained that: ‘He used to contribute money to the 
household, but now I use my own money [the pension] to purchase everything for the 
household. I’d prefer if we both set aside money though to purchase household items together.’ 
In effect, the introduction of the pension allowed some husbands to abdicate their 
responsibilities towards their households, and women found that their income – whilst 

theirs to spend – became their only (or major) source.  

Older men often felt entitled to their wives’ pensions, even if their wives did not allow 

them to have control. In one focus group discussion, male recipients stated that when 
wives receive a pension, their husbands should decide how it should be spent. However, 
when the interviewer questioned what would happen if their wives did not want to give 
their pensions over, the men admitted that their wives could also decide what to do with 

their own money. As male recipients were frailer than when they were younger – and 
because they were often older than their wives – they were less able, in old age, to force 
their wives to obey them. When a meeting with older women overran into dusk, some 
commented: ‘We’re lucky our husbands are old now otherwise they would have beaten us for 
being back late.’ Mason and Smith (2003), looking at Asia, have offered further reasons for 

why older women have more independence than younger women, stating that ‘they have 
more experience with life, a better understanding of how to get what they want or need, a 
closer relationship with the husband, or because they have fulfilled certain social 
obligations to the husband and his family (for example, bearing children or sons) and thus 

are more trusted than are young wives, over whom tighter controls are maintained.’ In 
essence, it is likely that older women are more able to hold on to their pension than if 
they were younger and receiving a different cash transfer.   

It is possible that men’s sense of self-worth – and their sense of masculinity – were 
impacted by their wives receiving a pension. As discussed in Chapter 4, men often 



6   Older women’s economic empowerment 

 57 

struggled – emotionally – with their loss of physicality because they were more confined 

to the domestic sphere. In relation to their wives’ pensions, there were examples during 
the interviews of men claiming their wives’ purchases for themselves. Some of these 
husbands were respected business owners and were certainly putting their own pension 
to good use. However, they wanted to claim the successes of their own wives' 

contributions to the household as well. For example, Anne’s husband claimed that he had 
used his pension to construct the new house, but further questioning, as well as 
discussions with family members, showed that he had not contributed to it at all. When 
asked whether his wife had helped out with her own pension, he said that she had, but 

very little. It is possible that some men claimed their wives’ financial successes for 
themselves, because their wives’ responsible spending threatened their sense of 
masculinity and their social roles.  

Another question is whether the introduction of the pension led to greater conflict 
between married couples when both were pensioners. In a review of cash transfer 
impacts, Bastagli et al (2016) state that cash transfers delivered to women have been 
found to result in a decline in the physical abuse of women, but in some cases can 

increase non-physical abuse with men reasserting control when it is perceived to have 
been lost. Given that the Inua Jamii pension was delivered to both genders equally, the 
design of the programme most likely did not lead to as much conflict as programmes in 
which cash transfers were directed only to women. In Lolkeringet, informants generally 
implied that as long as women did not encroach too much on their husbands’ domains, 

and they used their pension to fulfil their female social role, then men were content. 

6.6 ‘Older women’s economic empowerment’? 

Given the discussion above, it is useful to assess how far the introduction of the pension 
has contributed to female economic empowerment. Of course, it should be emphasised 

that at the time of the follow-up study, only three payments had been made, and so it is 
unlikely that significant changes would have occurred in that time period. Certainly, 
women had become more autonomous and were using their pension to exercise greater 
choice. However, these choices were restricted by social norms and the women’s own 

values and aspirations. Adato et al (2000), focusing on Mexico, explain that bargaining 
power is impacted by: ‘control over resources, such as assets; influences that can be used 
to influence the bargaining process, such as legal rights, skills and knowledge, the 
capacity to acquire information, education, and bargaining skills; mobilisation of 
interpersonal networks; and basic attitudinal attributes such as self-esteem, self-

confidence, and emotional satisfaction’. Therefore, economic empowerment is dependent 
on a number of factors other than control over resources. Indeed, as Kabeer (2001) 
explains, ‘access to a resource tells us about potential rather than actual choice’. In 
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Lolkeringet, given that social norms often dictated that women make choices that were 

disempowering, several older women preferred to let men decide how to spend their 
pension. While they were exercising their autonomy to live their ‘good life’, this was not 
necessarily a life that was economically empowering.  

With the introduction of the pension, the majority of female recipients continued to spend 
their funds on household items or on purchases that were considered appropriate for 
women (such as on chickens or making improvements to the house). This was especially 

the case for married women, but as most female pensioners were widows, applied to 
them as well. Bastagli et al (2016) explain that studies of cash transfers show that women 
are more likely to spend on nutrition, education and health for the household, while 
potentially being more risk averse compared to men.  

In Lolkeringet, married women – upon receiving the pension – became more vocal about 
their desire to own a cow. However, they emphasised that this had to be a ‘secret’ cow 
because they did not want to be disrespected for crossing into the male sphere. Anne 

explained that her husband would acknowledge the cow as hers, but other people would 
not know since ‘it wouldn’t help me for people to know’ and ‘it’s not good when other people 
know what’s going on in your household’. Notably, widowed women were more likely to use 
their pension to further enter into the male sphere – such as saving up to buy a cow – or 

were more comfortable stating that they aspired to be able to do so.  

Several women – often those who were most in favour of gender divisions – spoke of 
female recipients who were misusing their pension, ‘because they don’t know how to 

manage as their husbands always did it for them’ or who were ‘buying alcohol and clothes 
and aren’t taking care of themselves.’ They were never able to name who these women 
were, as they were never from that community, ‘they are elsewhere’. However, their 
opinions demonstrated the negative perception that existed towards women who broke 

social norms with their pension. Agnes – who was strongly in favour of her husband being 
the main decision-maker – stated that: ‘It’s bad for a woman to overrule her husband in 
decision-making as that can cause divorce.’  

Older women’s economic empowerment was also restricted because, very often, the 
pension that women received had a different economic value to the pension received by 
men. As women were more likely to direct their funds towards the day-to-day running of 
the household – or to purchase assets which had been lacking when compared to their 

male counterparts – their pension was less able to become disposable income.23 In 

 

23 Covarrubias, Davis, & Winters (2012) have found that for Malawi’s SCT, ‘Most notable are the investment impacts, through 
which agricultural tool and livestock ownership are greatly and positively impacted for female headed households, which is 
consistent with the smaller initial agricultural asset base among this group. Male headed households have a broader initial 
asset base, which would explain the lack of, or more limited, impact on these assets due to the SCT.’ 



6   Older women’s economic empowerment 

 59 

addition, as discussed above, out of the 12 recipients who paid for part of their 

grandchildren’s school costs, all were women. Age UK (2018) has found that, in the UK, 
‘while most retired couples do pool their income, there is still a risk of early depletion of 
funds, particularly for women. This is partly because women have less to start with, and 
partly because they may in practice be more likely to spend more money on the day-to-

day living costs, which can add up (although this depends upon the balance of spending 
within a household).’ Further, as described above, several older women stopped receiving 
financial help from their husbands as a result of the pension. For them, the pension 
brought them more choice and entitlement, but not necessarily greater financial wealth 

unless they were able to successfully direct their funds towards income-generating 
activities.  

Noting that female economic empowerment is defined as the ‘process of achieving 

women’s equal access to and control over economic resources, and ensuring they can use 
them to exert increased control over other areas of their lives’, it is unclear how much of a 
transformative impact the pension has had on other areas of the women’s lives, especially 
as only three disbursements had been made at the time of the second field visit. Indeed, 

although some women used the pension to move closer to (or to enter) the male sphere, 
men did not use their pension to enter the female sphere. Older women continued to take 
on a caring role, and to engage in housework, and when they used their pension to 
decrease their responsibilities, they paid women (or children) to help them. This is similar 
to findings elsewhere: for example, Teixeira found that as a result of receiving Brazil’s 

Bolsa Familia, female recipients increased their time spent on housework, whereas male 
recipients increased their leisure time instead.  

Despite these caveats, the impact that the pension has had – and will continue to have in 
the future – should not be underestimated, as it has offered female recipients different 
ways of inhabiting social norms. As discussed above, social norms are similar to 
Bourdieu’s notion of  ‘doxa’, (Bourdieu, 1977) which are ways of ‘being and doing’ that are 

unquestioned by society. Kabeer (2001) explains that these beliefs can only change when: 

‘competing ways of “being and doing” become available as material and cultural 
possibilities, so that “common sense” propositions of culture begin to lose their 

“naturalised” character, revealing the underlying arbitrariness of the given social 
order […] The availability of alternatives at the discursive level, of being able to at 
least imagine the possibility of having chosen differently, is thus crucial to the 
emergence of a critical consciousness, the process by which people move from a 

position of unquestioning acceptance of the social order to a critical perspective on 
it.’ 
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State intervention is often essential for bringing about large-scale structural change, and 

the Inua Jamii pension, by offering older women a sense of entitlement and more 
financial freedom, also offered them alternative ways of ‘being and doing.’ Whilst many 
women used their pension to exercise their autonomy to fulfil social roles that were 
essentially disempowering, their thoughts and perceptions about their place in society 

were also changing, even if societal pressure stopped them from exploring these areas in 
full. It is important to note that, in general, older persons often belong to one of the most 
conservative sectors of society and are therefore some of the least likely to be open to 
change.24 

Women were often more grateful for the pension than men because they were not using 
the pension to try to return to the glory of their younger selves. Men often complained 
that the pension was not enough and that they could not buy anything significant with it. 

In contrast, while women sometimes complained, they did so less frequently, and they 
were often proud and pleased to have an income for themselves. While men wanted to 
use the pension to return to the wealth and power of their younger days, women, for the 
first time, were exploring new horizons. Their younger selves never had significant control 

over assets and income and so the pension was presenting them with a new path. As a 
result, they were more satisfied than the men about the pension amount. 

It became clear in interviews that many women were facing an internal conflict, torn 
between enjoying their entitlement and decision-making power, while also wishing to 
adhere to traditional norms. Married women enjoyed the decision-making power that 
often only came with widowhood, whilst widows enjoyed their freedom but were aware 
that this often led to a loss in status. This internal conflict was illustrated by Cecilia, who 

explained that, when her husband was alive, he provided for her and, when he died, her 
son took on the role of husband. She said that she could not say she was ‘happy’ to be a 
widow, and that it had brought about a loss of status, but she did enjoy making decisions 
for herself and feeling proud about the purchases she had made. She then turned to the 

interpreter and said: 

‘You need to work extra hard to have your own money so that you can have a sense of 
belonging. For older women, Nandi culture has controlled us but with you, you are 

exposed, you are civilised and educated, so work hard and have your own money.’ 

Although Cecilia’s viewpoint was extreme among the older women who were interviewed, 

it demonstrated the conflict that they faced. They wanted cows, but these had to be secret 
cows so that the community would not judge them. They wanted to be business owners, 

 

24 See, for example, Chamorro-Premuzic (2014) who discusses some of the reasons why older persons tend to be more 
conservative than younger generations 
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but their businesses had to be small-scale because it was not acceptable to conduct 

anything larger. They enjoyed paying somebody to do their housework for them, but they 
still wanted to be regarded as a good homemaker.  

In order the reconcile this conflict, many female beneficiaries exerted their financial 
independence by renegotiating their power relations within the domestic sphere in a 
private manner, so as not to be considered to be behaving inappropriately. Even before 
the introduction of the pension, women had been forced to step away from their ideal 

social roles in order to earn income. The implementation of the pension sanctioned their 
actions and provided them with opportunities to realise this autonomy further. However, 
in order to continue complying with these social roles, women ensured that they were 
spending their pension responsibly. If they were seen to be violating social norms too 
much, or to be using the pension irresponsibly, their entitlement to the pension would be 

perceived as more tenuous within their family and community.



7. Social participation and 
respect in the community
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7.1 Dignity through active ageing 

As described by WHO (2002), ‘Ageing takes place within the context of others – friends, 
work associates, neighbours and family members’. Therefore, interdependency and the 
reciprocal nature of giving and receiving care are central to the active ageing process. To 

age in dignity within Nandi society was inherently linked to older persons’ ability to 
strengthen social connections within the community and maintain a respectful 
appearance in public life. These factors, in turn, influenced older persons’ ability to 
contribute to ‘social, economic, cultural, spiritual and civic life’ which were central to 
dignity and self-worth as set out in Section 2.1 (WHO, 2002).  

While a person’s physical and mental capacities to pursue daily activities decreased 
during the ageing process, Section 4.1 highlighted how societal expectations still 
prescribed an active and providing role for elderly members in the community. Indeed, in 
Lolkeringet, older persons still expected to be contributing members of their families and 

community in ways deemed fit for them. Therefore, most older persons emphasised how 
they continued to pursue an active role within their community, despite experiencing a 
decline in their bodily health. For instance, Delilah stated: ‘My mind is still energetic even 
though my body is not’ while Emmanuel described a clash between his mind being active 
but his body weakening.  

Without a minimum level of income support, older persons faced significant barriers 
towards actively participating in their community as they had limited capacity to 

contribute. A decline in health and functional limitations also meant that older persons – 
in particular those with a disability – faced the most severe restrictions to participating in 
social and public life. Valerie, who did not yet qualify for a pension as she had not 
reached 70 years of age, had a severe form of paralysis in her legs which meant that she 
could no longer walk. She was unable to afford an assistive device, and so mostly sat in 

one place and was cared for by her son and daughter in-law who struggled to provide as 
they did not have a stable source of income from employment. Before her paralysis, 
Valerie used to contribute to activities within the community, including being part of a 
women’s savings group which pooled resources to help those members in need of 

support. She emphasised that she used to be able to provide for herself and her family 
when she was younger through her work on her farm. Now, Valerie described herself as 
being part of the most ‘vulnerable’ members of the community and that people did not 
visit her often anymore because she could not contribute to others.  

As Chapter 5 demonstrated, the Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ Programme allowed recipients 
to live more autonomous lives, leading to greater social connections among family 
members as they are more able to reconcile their ideal social roles with reality. The 

extent to which older person were able to realise these ideals within the family was 
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linked to their ability to navigate broader social networks within the community. As a 

result of the pension, older persons were found to participate more in the reciprocation of 
care and respect in the community, contributing to their kinship and neighbours, which 
allowed them to gradually realise the ideals of active ageing. 

7.2 The performance of respect in Nandi society 

7.2.1 The challenges of reciprocating care and respect in the community 

Social networks within the community were upheld through monetary and cultural 

exchanges, which included the provision of monetary or in-kind support, gifts and 
contributions to cultural gatherings and harambees (see Box 7-1). Van der Geest (2004) 
describes these exchanges as the ‘performance of respect’, meaning that community 
relatedness needs to be demonstrated in public. For example, the value of social 

connections in the community was highlighted in a focus group discussion with older 
women, where support in the community was explained as ‘you love your neighbour as you 
love yourself’. Similar statements were echoed by other community members, who stated 
that care and respect were not only reciprocated between family members, but across the 
wider community network, including neighbours and the church. Further, older persons 

underlined how the act of sharing was crucial for them to participate in the community, 
whereas a lack of sharing would result in social exclusion. Anthony, who was an active 
member of the church community, stated that: ‘If you don’t support the community, when 
you are in need yourself someday the community will isolate you.’  

Box 7-1: The Harambee in the Nandi context 

The harambee is a tradition of fundraising activities. Harambees could be requested by a community 
member to raise money for a specific cause. Funds were commonly raised to support vulnerable families to 
meet financial needs, such as the payment of funeral costs, medical expenses or school fees. Harambees 

could also be organised as a celebration, to raise funds for a wedding or build a new church. A committee 
consisting of the village elder and church elders decided who would be eligible to receive support through 
a Harambee.  

For some older persons, ‘respect’ was understood to be the equivalent of being visited. For 

instance, Claudiah – who herself was not able to go out and visit others because she was 
blind – emphasised that, ‘To be respected, older people should relate well to their 
community’ and that respected older persons received more visitors. Delilah described 
how she was well-respected because, when she was young, many people came to visit. 

Visits were a particularly important aspect of the respect shown to older persons since it 
allowed them to continue their social interactions when their health and physical capacity 
to navigate the community declined. Visits coincided with the exchange of food and gifts, 
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as it was expected for visitors to be given tea or food while the visitor often brought a gift 

for the host.  

However, the performance of respect, through public displays of community relatedness, 
was met with challenges by most older persons. The ideal situation – in which an older 
person was visited and integrated in a reciprocal network of sharing – was mostly 
described as the hypothetical situation of how older persons should act and be treated. In 
reality, the breakdown in care roles and the decline in older persons’ statuses negatively 

affected the extent to which older people felt respected by others. Initially, older persons 
often asserted their social importance during interviews, arguing how they were often 
visited and respected by younger persons. However, in-depth conversations revealed 
narratives of loneliness and a loss of authority within their families and the wider 
community. Statements such as, ‘In the community you will be respected if you train and 

guide children’, as highlighted during a focus group discussion with older women, 
contrasted with examples of reality. Jackline, for instance, elaborated on the notion of 
respect in the community by saying: ‘It depends on the children. Those who listen will do as 
you say, but others are stubborn. This generation has been killed by drinking alcohol and they 

go as far as stealing from their parents.’  

Older persons were, therefore, particularly vulnerable to social exclusion which 

intensified their situation of poverty and vulnerability. A number of older persons 
expressed feeling isolated within their community, as they were not cared for sufficiently, 
and therefore were not able to contribute to their communities and received less respect 
in return. For example, Margaret expressed her experience of neglect and shame as a 
result of a loss of support from her children. Margaret was, in fact, a mother of ten 

children, and grandmother to many, but she had fallen out with most of her sons and 
daughters. She stated how, ‘I have so many people (family) but they are not helping me. My 
memory is distorted because I do not want to think of them.’ She argued that her neighbours 
were not willing to help her because, ‘people only give you help when you have money and 

you give them something first’. Further, Nora who expressed that, ‘The community sees older 
persons as burdens’, felt that she was perceived negatively by the community due to her 
husband’s alcoholism (see Section 6.2). She concluded that, ‘The pension is good’ because 
it was helping older persons ‘to start taking care of themselves’. In other African contexts, 
the isolation and decreasing respect for older people – in particular women – is often 

found to be manifested by witchcraft accusations. Whereas accusations of witchcraft were 
not observed in Lolkeringet, the situation of poverty and isolation of older persons were 
similar to findings on witchcraft accusations in Zambia, where this was associated with 
economic decline, poverty and children complaining of the challenges of providing for 

elderly parents (Auslander, 1993; Colson, 2000).  
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7.2.2 The role of the pension in regaining dignity in old age 

Many recipients of the Inua Jamii Senior Citizens’ Programme stated that they felt more 
recognised by the community due to receiving a pension. The transfer enabled pensioners 

to present themselves in a more dignified manner, especially as they were more able to 
buy themselves clothes (See Section 5.2). The ability to wear new clothes significantly 
contributed to older persons’ sense of dignity and the respect that they received from 
neighbours. During a focus group discussion with older men, it was stated that: ‘Most of 

the pensioners have been able to purchase clothes and have become cleaner and neat. Those 
who receive the pension are well-fed and look neat. They are greeted and talked to more.’ One 
of the older men stated that ‘Someone who is clean and neat sets an example to the 
community’. Similarly, Isaac explained that, although he did not know how other recipients 
used their pension, they now looked more respectable. He, therefore, expressed that: ‘This 

has changed the community’s perceptions of the pensioners: some members of the community 
are talking to pensioners in a good way.’ With her pension money, Agnes explained: ‘I 
bought new clothes because I didn’t used to have very good ones, and it’s good to take care of 
yourself and look good. I always felt that when I went out that I wasn’t dressed very well and 

that others were, and I felt ashamed.’ 

By being more visible to neighbours, pension recipients were more likely to experience 
positive interactions within their community. For some recipients, the pension transfers 
had already changed the way that they were treated by neighbours. In a focus group 
discussion with older women, Jackline described how: ‘When I didn’t have the pension 

money, I was looked down upon and not respected. But now that I receive the pension, I feel 
more loved, because people come and ask me for things.’ In the same way that the pension 
brought family members together, it also made community members want to be more 
associated with pensioners. As Jackline explained: ‘People want to be around people who 

have money’ and everybody knew that older persons were capable of contributing money 
to others due to the pension.  

Section 5.5 described how the pension enabled recipients to be more in control of their 
own funds, and many emphasised that they felt like less of a burden to family members. 
Due to the pension, recipients were also less likely to borrow, or ask for money from 

neighbours. For example, Agnes described how other community members felt that she 
was ‘begging’ from others when she walked around the village selling vegetables. She 
explained that she had been able to stop selling vegetables due to the pension and felt 
more respected now that she had her own money. Likewise, Margaret used to borrow 

money from her neighbours to afford her daily meals of Ugali and greens. With the 
pension, she explained that: ‘Now, I can eat whatever I want, including ugali, rice, potatoes 
and meat.’ For Jackline, although the pension transfers had only reduced her dependence 
on others to a limited extent, she nonetheless emphasised the importance of the pension 



7   Social participation and respect in the community 

67 

money for her survival and how she had reduced her reliance on begging: ‘I don’t have to 

beg anymore for salt and sugar, though for major stuff I’ll still have to borrow. I used to have 
to borrow from my neighbours. I borrowed from my grandchildren. If I were by myself, I would 
find a way to survive or even opt to die, so that I didn’t need to beg. It’s better now though, 
although not much better.  

7.3 Enhancing participation and contributions through the 
pension 

Social standing in the community, to a large extent, depended on older persons’ ability to 
realise their ideal roles as elders, since social roles and respect were linked together. 
During focus groups discussions with older men, respect was described as something that 
all older persons should receive regardless of their relationship with their family. Yet, 

when asked to elaborate, the men would explain that there were certain conditions to be 
met before a man could possess the role of leader. For instance, an older man in a focus 
group discussion stated that, ‘An older man who is being respected by his wife is suitable to 
become a church leader’. He continued to explain that ‘Older men receive respect because 

they don’t drink anymore, they don’t steal, they respect their wife and children, and they 
respect the community and the church.’  

Cultural and religious events and celebrations were indicative of the roles performed by 
older men and older women in the public sphere, reflecting the ‘ideal situation’ as 

described in Section 4.1. When there were celebrations, older men had the responsibility 
of providing monetary gifts and deciding on financial affairs, such as dowry amounts 
during the celebration of a wedding. Older women continued to perform domestic care 
duties, including the fetching of water and cooking, while they also welcomed visitors 
during celebrations.  

Initial perceptions of the pension among the recipients illustrated how older people were 
now more able to engage in activities that enabled them to act out their ideal social roles. 

Not only were they considered to be more relevant within their families, and were better 
able to host people who visited, but they were more able to contribute to cultural and 
religious events, which were the bedrock of the community. One schoolteacher explained 
that: ‘Since the pension started, older persons have become more recognised. As they are able 
to contribute more in functions, people now see them as being more part of community events.’ 

Pensioners were more able to attend and contribute to community events, without feeling 
shame that they had nothing to give. 

In addition, older persons were more able to establish themselves as useful and 
contributing members of society – a key component of the active ageing process. It was 
asserted by different community members that the pension should be used to assist 
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others in the community. Sylvia stated that: ‘It’s better now, because when I visit someone, I 

am able to give them something. (For instance) when there is a newborn baby.’ Regina 

explained that she enjoyed that when someone approached her for help, she was in a 

position to do so. She highlighted that she felt more respected by people, as her 

neighbours were aware that she shared her money. In this way, older persons were more 

able to establish themselves as people who contributed during social visits, and who 

could be relied on during emergencies. 

The pension also helped older persons to be regarded as active drivers of the economy, as 
Section 5.5 indicated, at least 11 out of 47 recipients were able to use their pension to 
hire labour from within the community. Richard, who hired casual workers for his 
pineapple farm, expressed that his ability to maintain his land and run his farming 
business gained him more respect from the community and the church. He explained that, 
‘It is important in the community to be seen as hard-working and providing for the family’. By 
contributing to employment opportunities for younger persons in the community, older 
persons were more likely to be seen as an important resource for the community and not 
simply burdens who relied on others. Findings from an evaluation of the Senior Citizens 
Grant in Uganda similarly indicate that the pension transfer contributed to older persons’ 
ability to hire agricultural workers, with positive spill-over effects on community relations 
as many more people now benefited indirectly from the SCG (Merttens et al., 2016).  

The pension also enabled some pensioners – who were mainly men – to have more time 
to fulfil the role of a moral leader within their society. Isaac explained that the pension 
had enabled older persons to work less and, as a result, they were able to have a greater 
advisory role in the community: ‘Now they have more time to sit down and advise younger 
generations because they don’t have to spend much time working. If there is a child who is not 
‘going the right way’, their father (an old man) will call a meeting of older men at the child’s 
house. During the meeting, the older men will advise the child on how to ‘go the right way.’ 
Therefore, by being more actively involved in community events, older persons were 
better able to fulfil the role of a village elder, who gave advice to others and acted as a 
moral leader. Titus, the treasurer of the church council, described how: Sometimes [the 
older members of the council] are required to travel in order to see people in other places for 
this council and now they are able to afford the transport.’ He further explained that ‘older 
people act as mediators’ and that ‘the elderly get respect from this’. In the context of a 
decline in older persons’ status and social roles, the pension was therefore an important 
means of enabling older persons to receive respect and to be seen as active contributors 
and not simply burdens on society.   
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With the implementation of Kenya’s first entitlement programme, this study aimed to 
analyse the extent to which older persons’ experiences of self-worth and ageing may 
have evolved due to receiving the pension. Although recipients of the Inua Jamii Senior 
Citizen’s programme in Lolkeringet had only received up to three payments of KES 4,000 
at the time of the follow-up study, the pension had already had significant outcomes. Due 

to receiving the pension, older persons no longer needed to rely on others for basic 
support and therefore felt like less of a burden on their family members. They were able 
to earn money in a way that was more appropriate for their age, which afforded them 
more freedom to realise their ideal roles in society as elders. This led to many recipients 

experiencing greater autonomy and self-worth.   

The pension also increased recipients’ ability to save, invest and plan ahead, which will 
likely lead to more long-term and sustainable investments in the future. For many older 

persons, the pension enabled them to plan for larger investments, improve their assets 
and generate further income through a business. Meanwhile, for some of the most 
vulnerable older persons in the community, the pension transfers were an important 
means of survival, allowing them to fulfil their basic needs in a dignified manner, without 

the necessity of begging from others in the community for support.  

By providing for their family – especially their grandchildren – recipients not only felt as 

if they were more able to inhabit the social role of being a provider, but that they were 
valued again as a grandparent because they had something to give. Meanwhile, within 
their community, older persons were more able to establish themselves as useful and 
contributing members of society – a key component of the active ageing process. 
Therefore, recipients became active agents in their caring and sharing relationships and 

as a result, were better able to regenerate their social connections. These impacts were 
felt most strongly by recipients who, due to either poverty or not providing sufficient care 
in the past, had weaker social connections in the present and therefore benefited from 
being able to share.  

This study has a number of further components. A second report will be released, which 
analyses how older persons’ sense of citizenship and entitlement have evolved as a result 
of a changing policy environment within Kenya. The team will then conduct two further 

field trips and will continue to track how the pensioners of Lolkeringet have been 
impacted by the introduction of a universal social pension.  
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