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Abstract

This study examines the effectiveness of Social Safety Net Programs (SSNPs) in
empowering rural women in Uganda’s Bushenyi District, focusing on the roles of
public—private partnerships (PPPs), policy co-production, and skills enhancement.
Using a convergent mixed-methods design, survey data from 124 women
beneficiaries were integrated with qualitative insights from six key informant
interviews and three focus group discussions. Regression analysis revealed that

PPPs are a strong and significant predictor of SSNP effectiveness (3=0.418, p<.001),
even after controlling for education (3=0.291, p<.01) and age (3=0.159, p<.05),
explaining 59% of the variance in empowerment outcomes (Adjusted R* = 0.576).
Qualitative findings showed that participatory design and context-responsive training,
particularly in tailoring, agriculture, and financial literacy, enhanced women'’s agency,
economic independence, and access to services. Engaging African feminist and
intersectional perspectives, the study highlights how PPPs and co-production can
simultaneously reshape and, at times, reinforce existing power relations. The findings
contribute to gender-responsive social protection scholarship by underscoring the
need for governance and accountability mechanisms that move beyond transactional
aid toward transformative gender equity. Practical recommendations emphasize
embedding co-production, education-sensitive interventions, and skills development
into SSNPs to advance the Sustainable Development Goals.

Keywords Social safety net programs, Women's empowerment, Collaborative
governance, Policy co-production, Gender equity, Public-private partnerships (PPPs)

1 Introduction

Social Safety Net Programs (SSNPs) are vital policy instruments in the global effort to
alleviate poverty and foster social inclusion, particularly among structurally margin-
alised populations such as rural women. In Sub-Saharan Africa, where over 40% of the
population lives in extreme poverty, SSNPs have been widely adopted to buffer vul-
nerable households against socio-economic shocks and structural deprivation [1]. In
Uganda, poverty remains pervasive, with rural women disproportionately affected due
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to entrenched gender inequalities in access to land, education, and income-generating
opportunities [2].

The Ugandan government, through initiatives such as the Social Assistance Grants for
Empowerment (SAGE) and the Uganda Women Entrepreneurship Program (UWEP),
has sought to enhance the welfare and agency of disadvantaged women by providing
cash transfers, entrepreneurial support, and access to social services [3]. These inter-
ventions align with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 1 (No
Poverty) and Goal 5 (Gender Equality), and have been widely recognised as tools for
economic empowerment and social protection.

Despite these efforts, emerging evidence suggests that many SSNPs operate within
top-down, technocratic frameworks that insufficiently consider the lived realities, cul-
tural dynamics, and intersectional disadvantages experienced by rural women. Schol-
ars have critiqued such programs for lacking contextual responsiveness and for treating
women as passive recipients rather than active agents of change [4, 5]. Similarly, others
argue that dominant social protection models in Sub-Saharan Africa adopt a minimal-
ist welfare approach that inadequately addresses power imbalances, gendered vulner-
abilities, and structural exclusion [6]. In Bushenyi District, a predominantly rural area
where patriarchal norms restrict women’s access to land, capital, and decision-making
spaces, the limitations of these programs are particularly evident. Although national
reports highlight macro-level achievements, such as the expansion of cash transfer cov-
erage, increased household enrolment, and modest declines in poverty rates [7, 8], there
remains limited empirical evidence on the extent to which these programs transform
women’s lives at the community level.

Recent scholarship advocates for participatory, bottom-up models of program design,
such as policy co-production, which emphasises collaboration among public agencies,
private actors, civil society, and community beneficiaries [9, 10]. Parallel to this, pub-
lic—private partnerships (PPPs) are increasingly recognised for mobilising resources and
institutional expertise to improve SSNP reach and efficiency. Yet, a critical research gap
persists regarding how these governance innovations function in practice within rural
Ugandan contexts and how they contribute to women’s empowerment.

Unlike earlier feminist critiques that highlight the exclusionary tendencies of top-
down welfare programs, this study advances the discourse by empirically demonstrating
how co-production and PPP frameworks operationalise feminist empowerment within
Uganda’s rural governance structures. Specifically, it evaluates the effectiveness of SSNPs
in empowering women in Bushenyi District by examining how (i) policy co-production,
(ii) public—private partnerships, and (iii) skills-enhancement initiatives influence pro-
gram performance, inclusion, and long-term impact. This analysis contributes to the
growing body of literature advocating for transformative, gender-responsive approaches
to social protection.

2 Statement of the problem

Despite an expanding policy commitment to gender-inclusive social protection in
Uganda, rural women continue to face structural and institutional barriers that constrain
their empowerment. Though conceptually robust, programs like SAGE and UWEP have
suffered from weak implementation, narrow eligibility frameworks, and insufficient
attention to the intersection of poverty, gender, and cultural norms [8].
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The National Development Plan III (2020/21-2024/25) outlines progressive strategies
for strengthening social protection and advancing gender equality. Yet, these strategies
often fall short of addressing the specific needs of rural women, who face compounded
disadvantages due to low education levels, restricted land rights, inadequate infrastruc-
ture, and systemic gender bias [11].

One of the persistent challenges is the top-down design and delivery of SSNPs, which
limits community input and reduces the contextual relevance of program interventions
[12, 13]. Many initiatives do not incorporate participatory diagnostics or gender-respon-
sive feedback mechanisms. As a result, targeting errors, low program coverage, and
exclusion of the most vulnerable women are common, particularly in remote districts
like Bushenyi.

Furthermore, the limited integration of public-private partnerships (PPPs) and com-
munity-driven solutions into SSNPs constrains innovation and scalability. While PPPs
are increasingly recognised for their potential to enhance infrastructure, training, and
financial inclusion, scientific proof of their effectiveness in rural Uganda remains under-
explored and largely undocumented [14, 15].

To overcome these structural bottlenecks, scholars and development practitioners
advocate for policy co-production models that involve rural women as co-creators of
policy solutions, rather than passive recipients. This participatory approach has shown
promise in tailoring interventions to local needs, improving service delivery, and foster-
ing social accountability [9, 10, 16]. Yet, empirical studies testing the effectiveness of co-
production in enhancing SSNP outcomes for rural women remain limited.

Equally critical is the absence of structured skills enhancement components in many
SSNPs. Without training in entrepreneurship, vocational skills, and financial literacy,
rural women struggle to convert social transfers into sustainable income streams, rein-
forcing cycles of dependency and exclusion [17].

In Bushenyi District, these challenges are particularly acute and reflected in a lack of
participatory frameworks, weak PPP coordination, and inadequate capacity-building
mechanisms continue to impede the transformative potential of SSNPs. Therefore, this
study investigates how these governance and programmatic elements influence the rele-
vance, equity, and empowerment outcomes of social protection initiatives targeting rural
women in Bushenyi.

3 Literature review

3.1 Theoretical perspectives on social safety nets and empowerment

Social Safety Net Programs (SSNPs) are increasingly conceptualized not only as poverty-
alleviation tools but also as mechanisms for social inclusion, empowerment, and trans-
formative development. This study is theoretically anchored in Principal-Agent Theory
(PAT), Collaborative Governance, and African Feminist Perspectives, which together
explain how governance arrangements shape empowerment outcomes within gender-
responsive social protection.

Principal-Agent Theory highlights the challenges that emerge when a principal (the
state) delegates service delivery to an agent (a private partner) under conditions of infor-
mation asymmetry and divergent incentives [18, 19]. In the SSNP context, PAT helps
explain how public—private partnerships (PPPs) can succeed, or fail, in aligning delivery
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efficiency with equity objectives. Weak monitoring and misaligned incentives have been
linked to inefficiency, corruption, and elite capture [20-22].

Collaborative Governance Theory complements this view by emphasising coopera-
tion, trust, and shared responsibility among public agencies, private actors, and com-
munity stakeholders [9, 16]. Through mechanisms such as policy co-production,
collaborative governance promotes participatory rule-setting, contextual adaptation,
and joint accountability, critical elements for gender-targeted SSNPs that have histori-
cally been implemented through top-down models [4, 5].

However, mainstream governance theories often overlook the gendered and intersec-
tional dimensions of power. African feminist scholarship reminds us that empowerment
is inseparable from struggles against patriarchal norms, inequitable land tenure, and the
commodification of women’s labour [23, 24]. From this standpoint, SSNP design and
delivery are not merely technical or managerial processes but deeply political ones that
can either reproduce or disrupt structural inequalities.

Theoretical-empirical mapping: In this study, Principal-Agent Theory frames how
PPP strength and accountability indicators (transparency, joint oversight structures)
influence implementation effectiveness. Collaborative Governance informs the opera-
tionalisation of co-production (community involvement, participatory rule-setting),
while African feminist perspectives guide the interpretation of empowerment indicators
(voice, autonomy, access to resources). Each framework thus directly informs the study’s
variables, measurement indices, and qualitative coding schema.

As illustrated in Fig. 1, the integrative conceptual framework depicts how these three
perspectives interact: PPPs address principal-agent inefficiencies; collaborative co-pro-
duction fosters participatory governance; and feminist empowerment outcomes reflect
transformative, gender-equitable change. Together, they establish the theoretical foun-
dation for examining how governance arrangements affect the reach, efficiency, and
inclusivity of SSNPs in rural Uganda.

3.2 Empirical insights on SSNPs, gender, and participation

Empirical research underscores the short-term effectiveness of SSNPs in reducing pov-
erty, enhancing human capital, and improving women’s bargaining power, particularly
in Latin America and parts of Asia [5, 25]. However, evidence from Sub-Saharan Africa

African Feminist Perspective

Principal- Agent Theory Patviarchy | Land Rights |

Delegation| Incentives |

Accountability SSINPs in 4 Exclusion
Rural Uganda
Collaborative Governance Intersectionality .
Trust | Co-production | Shared Gender x Age x Class x Location

Resnonsibility

Implications for Power Relations:
Empowerment | Agency | Accountability | Sustainability

Fig. 1 Integrative theoretical framework linking governance arrangements to empowerment outcomes. The fig-
ure shows how Principal-Agent dynamics (measured by PPP accountability and transparency indicators), Collab-
orative Governance mechanisms (co-production and participatory rule setting), and African feminist dimensions
(voice, autonomy, intersectional vulnerabilities) interact to influence SSNP effectiveness. Arrows indicate hypoth-
esized causal paths: PPPs and co-production directly affect program implementation quality and indirectly shape
empowerment via skills enhancement and beneficiary agency
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remains mixed. In Uganda, Kenya, and Ethiopia, implementation is often constrained
by limited fiscal space, administrative inefficiencies, and insufficient gender targeting
[12-14, 26].

Cash transfer programs have been shown to increase women’s access to basic goods
and services and to modestly improve school enrolment and healthcare utilisation [27,
28]. Yet these outcomes tend to fade when programs lack complementary components
such as skills training, savings mobilisation, or access to markets [10, 17]. African femi-
nist critiques further caution that these benefits remain largely instrumentalist if they
fail to confront patriarchal decision-making structures that restrict women’s voice and
agency [23, 24]. When SSNPs are administered through household “heads” or exclude
women from planning processes, they risk reinforcing, rather than transforming, gender
hierarchies.

Context-sensitive implementation has therefore emerged as a key determinant of
success. Studies of Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) highlight the
importance of aligning interventions with local socio-cultural norms and maintaining
continuous feedback loops [26]. Similar findings in Bangladesh reveal that top-down
implementation often alienates female beneficiaries [13]. These insights reinforce the
necessity of participatory design and contextual relevance for effective SSNPs. Moreover,
an intersectional lens shows that women’s experiences are shaped not only by gender but
also by age, marital status, class, and geographic marginality—factors that remain under-
examined in most national-level evaluations [23, 29, 30].

3.3 Public-private partnerships (PPPs) in social protection

Public—private partnerships have gained prominence as instruments for mobilis-
ing financial, technical, and managerial resources to enhance service delivery in social
sectors. In Uganda, PPPs have been adopted in health, education, and microfinance,
yet their role in gender-responsive social protection remains under-studied. Research
suggests that PPPs can foster innovation and responsiveness, particularly when pri-
vate partners are embedded within local communities [31]. Conversely, without clear
accountability and gender-sensitivity mechanisms, PPPs may entrench exclusionary
practices and prioritise efficiency over equity [32].

Feminist and intersectional analyses reveal that PPPs can inadvertently shift deci-
sion-making power away from community actors toward elite bureaucrats and profit-
oriented private entities [4, 24, 33]. When women’s participation is valued primarily for
enhancing efficiency rather than advancing substantive empowerment, programs risk
instrumentalising gender inclusion. Effective PPPs therefore require aligned objectives,
transparent oversight, and participatory accountability frameworks that explicitly con-
front patriarchal exclusions. Such mechanisms are often weak or absent in rural settings
like Bushenyi District. Consequently, further empirical inquiry is needed to assess how
PPPs reshape gender relations within SSNPs and whether they genuinely improve acces-
sibility, inclusivity, and long-term sustainability.

3.4 Gaps in the literature and study contribution
Despite growing literature on SSNPs and gender equity, several critical gaps persist:
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+ There is limited empirical evidence from rural Sub-Saharan Africa on how SSNPs
empower women across multiple dimensions: economic, educational, health-related,
and socio-political.

» Few studies critically assess the governance mechanisms, particularly PPPs and policy
co-production, that underlie successful program implementation in marginalised
rural settings.

+ The intersection of cultural norms, institutional capacity, and participatory
governance in shaping SSNP effectiveness remains under-theorised, especially in
Uganda.

This study addresses the above-mentioned gaps by investigating the effectiveness of
SSNPs in empowering women in Bushenyi District, with a focus on public-private part-
nerships, policy co-production strategies, and skills enhancement. By incorporating
both quantitative and qualitative techniques, it contributes a multi-level, context-sen-
sitive analysis that can inform future policy design and academic debates on inclusive
social protection.

4 Methodology

4.1 Research design

This study employed a convergent parallel mixed-methods design, integrating both
quantitative and qualitative data to capture the multidimensional impact of Social Safety
Net Programs (SSNPs) on women’s empowerment in Bushenyi District, Uganda. The
mixed-methods approach was chosen to facilitate a comprehensive understanding of
both measurable program outcomes (economic gains, service access) and experiential
insights (perceptions of participation, cultural relevance, and trust in program institu-
tions). This design aligns with the study’s theoretical grounding in collaborative gov-
ernance and Principal-Agent Theory, which both necessitate examining institutional
performance alongside lived experiences and stakeholder dynamics.

4.2 Study population and sampling

The target population comprised rural women in Bushenyi District who are current
or recent beneficiaries of SSNPs, alongside public officials, private sector actors, and
community leaders involved in program implementation. The district was purposively
selected due to its demographic diversity, active SSNP interventions, and persistent
structural inequalities affecting women’s empowerment.

For the quantitative survey, a sample size of 124 women was determined using
Cochran’s formula (1977) for estimating proportions in large populations. This for-
mula was chosen because it provides statistically reliable estimates even when the total
population size is not precisely known. It ensures representativeness by incorporating a
95% confidence level, a+ 5% margin of error, and adjustment for non-response, thereby
reflecting the views of approximately 1800 women beneficiaries across Bushenyi Dis-
trict. Simple random sampling was applied across three sub-counties to capture socio-
economic, geographic, and cultural diversity, minimizing selection bias.

For the qualitative strand, six Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) were conducted with
public and private stakeholders, while three Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) involved
female beneficiaries. Purposive and snowball sampling ensured inclusion of participants
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with rich, context-specific insights into SSNP implementation and empowerment
outcomes.

4.3 Data collection instruments and procedures

4.3.1 Quantitative data

Structured questionnaires were administered in person by trained field enumerators in
the local language (Runyankore) and were later translated into English. The instrument
consisted of four sections: demographics, program participation, perceived benefits, and
perceptions of public-private partnership effectiveness. Items were measured using a
five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). The
instrument was pre-tested in a nearby district and achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81,
indicating high internal reliability.

4.3.2 Qualitative data
Semi-structured interview guides were utilised for KlIs and FGDs, concentrating on
themes such as program accessibility, barriers to participation, cultural fit, co-pro-
duction mechanisms, and perceptions of PPPs. With consent, interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed verbatim, and translated for thematic analysis.

All data collection was conducted between October and December 2024 following
ethical clearance and informed consent protocols.

4.4 Data analysis

4.4.1 Quantitative analysis

Survey data were analysed using SPSS Version 28.0. Descriptive statistics (means, stan-
dard deviations, and frequencies) summarised respondent characteristics and per-
ceptions. Multiple regression analysis tested the relationship between Public—Private
Partnerships (PPPs) and SSNP implementation effectiveness in line with the study
hypotheses.

Assumptions of parametric analysis, including normality, linearity, and absence of
multicollinearity, were verified through Shapiro—Wilk tests, residual-plot inspection,
and Variance Inflation Factors (VIF <2.5). Model adequacy was assessed using the coef-
ficient of determination (R*), ANOVA, and standardised beta coefficients.

4.4.2 Qualitative analysis

A thematic analysis approach guided interpretation of qualitative data. Interview and
focus-group transcripts were coded inductively in NVivo to capture emergent patterns.
Themes were refined through iterative coding, cross-case comparison, and researcher
debriefing to ensure intercoder reliability and analytic triangulation. The final themes
aligned with three conceptual categories:

1. Public—private resource mobilisation
2. Implementation challenges, and
3. Beneficiary engagement and empowerment outcomes.
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4.4.3 Integration procedure (convergent analysis)

Quantitative and qualitative strands were analysed separately and then merged during
interpretation using joint displays and meta-inference. Quantitative results (descriptive
trends and regression coefficients) were compared with qualitative themes to identify
convergence, complementarity, or divergence. Joint display tables positioned numerical
results—such as PPP strength and program effectiveness scores—alongside illustrative
quotations from key informant interviews (KIIs) and focus group discussions (FGDs) for
each theme (e.g., PPP effectiveness, skills enhancement). When discrepancies emerged,
contextual explanations from qualitative narratives were used to refine interpretation
and generate integrated inferences reported in Sect. 5 (Results and Discussion).

4.5 Ethical considerations

This study adhered to internationally accepted ethical guidelines for social research.
Ethical approval was obtained from the Kampala International University Research
Ethics Committee. All participants provided informed written consent, and anonym-
ity and confidentiality were assured. Participation was voluntary, and respondents were
informed of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Data were securely
stored and anonymised during analysis.

5 Results and discussion

This section presents the results of the mixed-methods analysis structured around the
study’s key research themes: (1) socio-demographic factors shaping SSNP engagement
(Table 1), (2) perceived effectiveness of Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs), and (3) quali-
tative insights into co-production, empowerment, and implementation barriers. Find-
ings are triangulated to ensure robust interpretation.

5.1 Socio-demographic profile of respondents

The findings indicate broad age representation, with substantial inclusion of both eco-
nomically active and dependent populations. However, nearly 60% of respondents
had no formal education or only completed primary school. These figures reflect the
entrenched gendered educational inequalities in rural Uganda [34] and suggest that
effective SSNPs must integrate literacy and training components tailored to low-educa-
tion beneficiaries.

5.2 Perceived effectiveness of public-private partnerships
Table 2 summarises responses on the perceived role of PPPs in SSNP implementation,
measured via a five-point Likert scale.

Respondents strongly affirmed the value of PPPs in combining resources and improv-
ing implementation efficiency. The highest scores were recorded for integration of pub-
lic-private expertise (M =4.85) and stakeholder engagement (M =4.84), suggesting that

Table 1 Age and education profile of respondents (N=124)

Age of respondents % Level of education %

18-35 years 266 No Formal Education 29.0
36-45 years 25.8 Primary 29.0
46-55 years 242 Secondary 226

56+years 234 Tertiary/University 194
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics on PPPs and program implementation (Strongly disagree=1 and
strongly agree=5)

Statement Mean SD

PPPs combine public-private resources effectively 4.6 0483
Private partners provide significant financial support 4.6 0483
Public sector provides key non-financial inputs (e.g., land, permits) 46 0.483
Resources are transparently managed 4.1 0.294
PPPs enhance efficiency through expertise integration 4.85 0.354
Private management improves project delivery 49 0.362
Public sector expertise promotes stakeholder engagement 4.8 0.369
PPPs support continuous learning among partners 4.1 0.294

Overall Mean: 4.6 (SD=0.39)

Table 3 Regression coefficients predicting SSNP effectiveness (95% confidence intervals in

parentheses)

Predictor B SE B t p-value
Constant 0.796 0.118 - 6.75 0.000
Public—Private Partnerships 0405 0.074 0418 547 0.000
Education Level 0.261 0.089 0.291 293 0.004
Age 0.072 0.029 0.159 248 0.015

Table 4 Hierarchical regression models for SSNP empowerment predictors

Model Predictors R? AR? F-change Sig. AF
1 PPP only 0472 - 108.3 0.000
2 PPP+Education+Age 0.590 0.118 169 0.000

partnerships enhance both technical delivery and alignment with community priorities.
These findings resonate with [31], who argue that well-structured PPPs foster innova-
tion when paired with effective oversight [31] By contrast, moderately lower ratings for
transparency (M =4.06) highlight areas for improvement, particularly in public financial
management, an issue widely observed across Sub-Saharan Africa’s social protection
sector [35]. Lower transparency ratings (M =4.06) reflect lingering mistrust in public
fund management, a recurrent finding in Kenyan and Nigerian PPP studies [31, 47]. This
suggests that institutional trust-building remains an unmet governance challenge that
must accompany technical efficiency gains.

5.3 Regression analysis: PPPs, education, age, and SSNP implementation
To further assess the relationship between PPPs and SSNP effectiveness, we conducted
multiple regression analysis, controlling for education and age Tables 3 and 4).

Model Summary (Multiple Regression):

R=.768; R* = 0.590; Adjusted R* = 0.576; F(3,120) = 57.6, p <.001.

The results confirm that PPPs have a strong, positive, and significant effect on SSNP
effectiveness (p=0.418, p<.001). Education also significantly predicted empowerment
outcomes (B=0.291, p<.01), consistent with descriptive findings showing that nearly
60% of respondents had no education or only primary schooling. Age was a weaker but
still significant predictor (f=0.159, p<.05), indicating that older women may leverage
accumulated experience and social networks to benefit more fully from SSNPs.

Hierarchical regression demonstrated that including education and age significantly
improved model fit (AR® = 0.118, p<.001). These findings underscore that while PPPs
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are central drivers of SSNP success, empowerment outcomes are mediated by individual
characteristics, particularly education. This aligns with both feminist critiques and quali-
tative accounts, where women highlighted literacy, skills training, and life experience as
critical enablers of agency and long-term livelihood improvement [5, 24].

5.4 Thematic analysis of qualitative findings
Three dominant themes emerged from FGDs and key informant interviews: resource
integration through PPPs, barriers to program accessibility, and empowerment through

skills enhancement.

5.4.1 Theme 1: public-private resource integration
Participants emphasised the tangible benefits of PPPs in bridging resource gaps:

Private companies often bring financial support, while the government ensures pro-

grams reach women in rural areas.

However, several respondents flagged limited outreach and weak communication as

implementation bottlenecks:

Many women didn’t know about the microfinance loans because no one came to our

village to explain.

5.4.2 Theme 2: skills and economic empowerment
Training in tailoring, agriculture, and financial literacy was repeatedly cited as

transformative:
I learned how to make and sell clothes. Now I pay school fees for my children.

These findings align with [8, 27], who stress the importance of integrated training to

convert transfers into sustainable livelihoods [8, 27].

5.4.3 Theme 3: participatory governance and co-production
Women expressed appreciation for being involved in program design and local savings

groups:

When we decided the rules of our savings group, we felt in control. That’s what made
it last.

This confirms that co-production fosters ownership and program sustainability [9, 16].
To illustrate the integration between quantitative and qualitative findings, Table 5

presents a joint display summarizing how regression results and thematic insights con-

verge around the study’s core constructs of PPP effectiveness, skills enhancement, and

co-production.

5.5 Interpretation and synthesis

The integration patterns summarised in Table 5 reveal strong convergence between sta-
tistical outcomes and participant narratives, reinforcing the central role of PPPs and
co-production in shaping empowerment outcomes. The findings from both quantita-
tive and qualitative strands underscore the pivotal role of well-structured public—private
partnerships (PPPs) in enhancing SSNP effectiveness through financial mobilisation,
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Table 5 Joint display linking quantitative results and qualitative evidence

Source: Author’s field data, 2024

Construct Key quantitative evidence  Key qualitative evidence Integrated inference
(exemplar quotes)

PPP effectiveness  3=0418, p<.001; overall PPP  “Private companies bring PPPs mobilise resources
mean=4.6 (SD 0.39) financial support... government and technical capacity;
ensures reach.” (KII-3) where oversight exists,
delivery improves.
Skills Education 3=0.291, p=.004 “| learned how to make and sell  Training mediates
enhancement clothes. Now | pay school fees!”  transfer— income—
(FGD-2) agency pathway.
Co-production (Survey index showing higher  “When we decided the rules, we Participatory design
participation scores linked to  felt in control” (FGD-1) increases ownership
higher satisfaction, present and sustainability.
descriptive)

skills development, and participatory governance. The regression results (=0.418,
p<.001) confirm that PPPs significantly predict program effectiveness, suggesting that
collaborative arrangements reduce agency loss and strengthen accountability mecha-
nisms between public and private actors.

Qualitative evidence complements these results: participants described joint planning
and co-managed implementation as crucial for improving service delivery, transparency,
and community ownership. These patterns validate Collaborative Governance Theory,
showing that participatory rule-setting and shared decision-making foster trust, reci-
procity, and sustained engagement at the community level.

When accountability mechanisms (as posited in Principal-Agent Theory) are rein-
forced by inclusive co-production processes (as emphasised in Collaborative Gover-
nance), empowerment outcomes improve markedly. Women’s narratives of increased
voice, participation, and autonomy further support African feminist perspectives, which
conceptualise empowerment as both a structural and relational transformation shaped
by gendered hierarchies and access to resources.

However, challenges in outreach, transparency, and program design persist, limiting
equitable access, an outcome consistent with Principal-Agent models where monitor-
ing remains weak. Minor inconsistencies observed in the regression output likely reflect
interaction effects between PPP strength and education levels, suggesting a partial medi-
ation in which education amplifies the positive effect of PPPs. Despite these nuances,
diagnostic tests confirmed model robustness (VIF <2.5), and effect size analysis (Cohen’s
f? = 1.44) indicates a large and substantive relationship.

Theory linkage: The strong positive coefficient for PPPs (=0.418, p<.001) indi-
cates that collaborative arrangements mitigate classical principal-agent problems by
aligning incentives and improving oversight. Where joint planning and private tech-
nical inputs were present, beneficiaries and key informants reported fewer delays and
clearer resource flows. Co-production findings, particularly quotations on participatory
rule-setting and local ownership, demonstrate how collaborative mechanisms trans-
late theoretical expectations into practical empowerment. Moreover, narratives on skill
acquisition reveal that empowerment extended beyond income gains (instrumental out-
comes) to enhanced agency and decision-making power (relational outcomes), aligning
closely with African feminist interpretations. These links collectively show how institu-
tional mechanisms (PPPs and co-production) and individual capacities (education and

skills) interact to produce multidimensional empowerment.
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Comparatively, unlike Ghana and Ethiopia, where decentralised delivery mechanisms
improved women’s program ownership and accountability [26], Uganda’s relatively cen-
tralised SSNP structure constrains local discretion and responsiveness. This contextual
divergence highlights the importance of governance decentralisation, continuous moni-
toring, and participatory design in achieving equitable empowerment outcomes.

Overall, the integrated findings align with global evidence on gender-responsive social
protection, demonstrating that effective SSNPs depend not only on financial transfers
but also on participatory governance, institutional accountability, and gender-transfor-
mative capacity building. These insights reinforce the need for locally tailored, theoreti-
cally grounded interventions that address both structural inequalities and programmatic
inefficiencies in rural Uganda.

6 Conclusion and recommendations

6.1 Conclusion

This study critically examined the effectiveness of Social Safety Net Programs (SSNPs)
in empowering women in rural Bushenyi District, Uganda, with a particular focus on
the role of public—private partnerships (PPPs), policy co-production strategies, and
skills enhancement. Using a convergent mixed-methods approach, it generated impor-
tant empirical and conceptual insights that advance both theory and practice in gender-
responsive social protection.

The findings confirm that well-coordinated PPPs are strong and consistent predictors
of SSNP effectiveness, significantly improving implementation outcomes by mobilizing
financial resources, technical expertise, and stakeholder engagement. Importantly, the
multiple regression analysis demonstrated that PPPs retained their positive and signifi-
cant influence even after controlling for education and age, underscoring their central
role in enhancing accessibility, efficiency, and empowerment outcomes. Education also
emerged as a key enabling factor, highlighting the need to integrate literacy and training
components into SSNPs, while age effects suggest that life experience and social capital
shape how women leverage program benefits. These results echo international evidence
that PPPs, when embedded in transparent and inclusive governance frameworks, can
bridge capacity gaps and accelerate equitable development outcomes [31, 32, 36].

The study further found that policy co-production, actively involving women in pro-
gram design, rule-setting, and feedback mechanisms, enhances ownership, cultural rele-
vance, and long-term sustainability. Such participatory practices counter the limitations
of top-down aid models, which often neglect the lived realities of rural women and fail
to challenge entrenched gender hierarchies. As feminist scholars argue, genuine empow-
erment must extend beyond cash transfers to include voice, autonomy, and structural
inclusion [4, 5].

Finally, the findings underscore the transformative value of skills enhancement initia-
tives embedded within SSNPs. Training in tailoring, agriculture, and financial literacy
was not only economically empowering but also socially catalytic, enabling women to
support their families, strengthen savings groups, and renegotiate household power
dynamics. Nonetheless, persistent constraints, particularly limited program outreach,
weak communication infrastructure, and occasional lapses in transparency, continue to

undermine the inclusivity and equity of these interventions.
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Overall, the study provides robust evidence that empowerment outcomes in rural
Uganda are shaped by the interplay of institutional arrangements (PPPs and co-produc-
tion) and individual characteristics (education and age). By moving beyond transactional
models toward integrated, participatory, and skills-oriented approaches, SSNPs can
function not merely as safety nets but as springboards for advancing gender equality and
sustainable rural development.

The study moves beyond descriptive accounts of women’s participation to show how
collaborative governance mechanisms actively reshape gendered agency within social
protection systems.

6.2 Recommendations

6.2.1 Institutionalize participatory and co-production frameworks

Government agencies and development partners should embed co-production mecha-
nisms that give rural women a direct role in program design, rule-setting, and evalu-
ation. The regression findings showed that PPPs significantly improve outcomes even
when education and age are controlled for, but participatory design ensures that these
institutional benefits translate equitably across different demographic groups.

6.2.2 Embed education-sensitive skills training in SSNPs

Given that education emerged as a significant predictor of empowerment, social protec-
tion programs should integrate structured, demand-driven training modules that spe-
cifically support women with low or no formal education (who formed nearly 60% of the
study sample). Such interventions should combine vocational training, financial literacy,
and market linkages, thereby reducing the educational disadvantage in leveraging SSNP
opportunities.

6.2.3 Strengthen PPP accountability and inclusive governance

As PPPs were the strongest predictor of SSNP effectiveness, formal mechanisms for joint
planning, transparent financial management, and participatory oversight are critical.
Strengthening these structures will help ensure that the efficiency gains associated with
PPPs are not offset by elite capture or weak accountability, particularly in rural districts.

6.2.4 Tailor outreach to different age cohorts

Age had a modest but significant effect, suggesting that women at different life stages
engage with SSNPs differently. Program designers should therefore develop age-respon-
sive outreach strategies, for example, leveraging digital platforms for younger women
while using local associations, savings groups, and radio for older women. This would
maximize inclusivity across generations.

6.2.5 Mainstream gender-responsive monitoring and evaluation (M&E)

M&E systems should incorporate gender-sensitive indicators disaggregated by both edu-
cation level and age group. This will allow policymakers to identify which subgroups of
women are benefiting most, and where gaps remain. Regular participatory reviews can

ensure continuous alignment of program design with empowerment outcomes.
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6.2.6 Implications for policy and research

This study underscores the need for integrated, gender-transformative approaches to
social protection in rural contexts. The results demonstrate that public—private part-
nerships (PPPs) remain robust predictors of SSNP effectiveness even after controlling
for education and age, emphasising that both institutional arrangements and individual
capabilities jointly shape women’s empowerment outcomes. Strengthening collaborative
governance and ensuring accountability within PPPs can therefore enhance efficiency,
inclusivity, and sustainability in program delivery.

From a policy perspective, translating these findings into practice requires embed-
ding participatory co-production mechanisms and skills-development initiatives within
SSNP design. Such strategies not only improve implementation effectiveness but also
advance the structural and relational dimensions of empowerment envisioned in African
feminist frameworks.

Future research should:

+ Adopt longitudinal or panel designs to examine how empowerment trajectories
evolve over time and across education or age cohorts.

+ Investigate the political economy of PPPs in rural service delivery, with specific
attention to transparency and accountability structures.

« Apply intersectional analyses to capture the experiences of women differentiated by
marital status, disability, and land-tenure conditions within SSNP frameworks.

By moving beyond transactional welfare models toward inclusive, education-sensitive,
and accountability-driven strategies, SSNPs can transition from temporary safety nets
into transformative springboards for advancing gender equality and sustainable rural
development in Uganda and similar contexts.

7 Limitations of the study

This study relied on self-reported data, which may introduce response and recall bias.
The relatively small qualitative sample and cross-sectional design further constrain
causal inference and the generalizability of findings beyond the three sub-counties of
Bushenyi District. In addition, program performance perceptions may have been influ-
enced by temporal and seasonal factors not captured during a single round of data
collection.

Future research should address these limitations through longitudinal or panel designs
that track empowerment trajectories over time, for instance, by conducting pre- and
post-program assessments across multiple agricultural or fiscal cycles. Expanding the
sample size and geographic scope to include multiple districts would improve exter-
nal validity and allow comparison across diverse socio-economic contexts. Employing
experimental or quasi-experimental approaches such as difference-in-differences or pro-
pensity-score matching could help isolate causal effects of public—private partnerships
and co-production mechanisms. Finally, intersectional sampling frames that explicitly
account for marital status, disability, education level, and land-tenure status would cap-
ture the heterogeneity of women’s experiences and provide a more nuanced understand-

ing of empowerment outcomes.
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