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Abstract 

Welfare conditionality (WC) is a crucial ingredient of social policies around the world. WC 
demands that recipients meet specific behavioral goals to either access the benefit for the 
first time or retain the benefit’s ongoing advantages. This article argues that any 
justification of WC must seriously consider procedural protections (PPs) and how they 
shape the policy's outcome. PPs are institutional principles and mechanisms that guarantee 
fairness in the administrative decision-making process. This essay normatively evaluates 
appeal procedures - a key component of PPs - in the context of conditional cash transfer 
programs (CCTs) implemented during the last two decades in Latin America. It explains 
why CCTs often fail to provide their recipients with adequate appeal procedures to protect 
them against administrative errors and poor decision-making. These programs can be unfair 
redistributive programs not because of the type of conditionalities they promote, but rather 
due to the limited PPs they provide.		
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Welfare conditionality (WC) is a crucial ingredient of social policies around the world.1 

WC demands that recipients meet specific behavioral goals to either access the benefit for 

the first time or retain the benefit’s ongoing advantages. We frequently observe WC in both 

developed and developing countries. Policies like workfare programs and conditional cash 

transfers (CCTs) are examples of this mode of welfare allocation.  

A frequent and popular normative objection to WC is that this type of policy often 

imposes unfair behavioral obligations. Critics argue that WC can be stigmatizing, punitive, 

intrusive, and costly.2 In reply, advocates of conditionality argue that not all behavioral 

conditions are unfair. While acknowledging that some conditionalities might be unfair to 

welfare claimants, advocates argue that this does not necessarily indicate that any 

behavioral requirement associated with a welfare policy is unjust. As Stuart White puts it, 

"(just) conditionality is conditional".3 

However, WC’s fairness does not depend exclusively on the degree of moral 

acceptability of the behavioral requirement. Instead, its overall fairness is inseparable from 

the procedures adopted to implement, evaluate, monitor, and enforce conditionalities, as 

well as how the program handles the complaints of welfare recipients. WC policies can be 

fair in one respect and unfair in another. Consequently, it appears prudent to evaluate 
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normatively both the substantive rules of the policy and its procedural adjudication of 

benefits.4 

This article argues that any justification of WC must seriously consider procedural 

protections (PPs) and how they shape the policy's outcome. PPs are institutional principles 

and mechanisms that guarantee fairness in the administrative decision-making process. 

They are meant to operate as safeguards for welfare recipients against administrative abuse, 

unfairness, and arbitrary actions by welfare bureaucrats. PPs are crucial to minimizing the 

occurrence of several problems such as stigmatization, shame, and unfair treatment, among 

others. Likewise, they are essential in reducing the number of potential welfare 

beneficiaries excluded from welfare rolls because of organizational practices rather than as 

a result of their substantive status or individual preference.5  

In particular, mechanisms to appeal administrative decisions constitute a key 

component of a procedural protection scheme. Appeal arrangements help to correct 

administrative errors and improve the administration of welfare policies. Given the ability 

of appeal arrangements to completely alter the defensibility of a WC program, regardless of 

the program's substantive aim, it is crucial to examine the characteristics of these 

arrangements and their interactions with the goals of WC. 6  

This essay normatively evaluates appeal procedures in the context of conditional cash 

transfers (CCTs) implemented in Latin America. Without doubt, CCTs have become the 

most extensive welfare policy adopted in the developing world during the last two decades. 

This redistributive policy has three main characteristics: "a cash transfer, a targeting, and 

conditionality mechanism".7 The common objective of CCT programs is to provide needy 

families with an income while connecting them with access to basic services such as 
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education and health care.8 I explain why even though CCTs endorse just behavioral 

conditions, they often fail to provide their recipients with adequate appeal procedures to 

protect them against administrative errors and poor decision-making. If the analysis is 

correct, then it can be argued that some CCTs programs are unfair redistributive programs 

not because of the type of conditionalities they promote, but rather due to the limited PPs 

they provide.	 This is not a reason to abandon WC, but to be aware of its normative 

implications at different levels. 

Before beginning my analysis, however, two caveats are in order. First, my comparative 

analysis of these public policies is not comprehensive. In an essay of this scope, I cannot 

seriously examine and compare all these programs' whole administration processes; thus, I 

will only focus on a set of crucial variables that affect the PPs of these policies. Although 

the literature on CCTs is extensive, I am unaware of any previous normative discussion of 

these policies' PPs. 

Second, a comprehensive empirical analysis of PPs in CCTs programs would require 

collecting, presenting, and analyzing the voices of welfare recipients and administrators. 

For instance, data collected through in-depth interviews is crucial to determine the 

dynamics and implications behind the different PPs adopted in CCTs. Nevertheless, in the 

absence of that empirical information, I normatively analyze CCTs based on the available 

empirical academic literature and various reports presenting and explaining the functioning 

of these programs.  

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 1 briefly presents a 

normative defense of CCT programs. Section 2 describes the challenges of CCT programs 

in terms of administrative justice. Section 3 analyzes appeal arrangements' main 
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characteristics as a procedural protection mechanism to dispute unfavorable administrative 

decisions. Section 4 evaluates the use of appeal arrangements in CCT programs. Finally, 

Section 5 concludes the article.  

 

1. The normative case in favor of WC9 

There are multiple criticisms of WC. For instance, some detractors claim that WC is an 

instrument to punish the poor and minorities.10 In countries like the United States, WC is at 

the center of racial disparities in poverty governance.11 Likewise, critics of this type of 

policy argue, not without good reason, that WC policies often promote an unjustifiably 

paternalistic attitude toward the poor because they limit the autonomy of welfare recipients 

to decide what is better for them and their families. For example, workfare programs 

require needy recipients to apply for and get jobs in exchange for receiving welfare 

assistance. This is typically grounded in the idea that the poor suffer from a lack of work 

ethic or motivation to participate in the labor market.12 However, workfare programs may 

force the poor to work in tedious, boring, and humiliating jobs. Thus, this mode of WC can 

stigmatize the poor, as welfare recipients may find job-related requirements shameful.13 

Although this is true for several WC initiatives, it is crucial to keep in mind that both 

conditionality and unconditionality are policy instruments that can be used for different 

purposes. For instance, even though WC often targets policies primarily implemented 

through means-testing, that does not need to be the case. It is possible to design universal 

although conditional redistributive policies with a behavioral component that does not 

involve selectivity through means tests. One example will help to clarify this possibility. 
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Consider the case of participation income (PI). This is a universal income program -

available to members of society without socioeconomic distinctions - that is paid under the 

condition that recipients contribute to society in exchange by engaging in a useful 

activity.14 PI has three main characteristics. First, it does not require strict participation in 

the labor market. Instead, it embraces a wide range of social contributions that may or may 

not be made through working in the labor market. Second, it is paid to individuals, not 

households. Third, PI does not target any specific group. The critical point is that those who 

claim welfare benefits contribute through a socially valuable activity in return. As PI is 

open to everybody and does not use means-testing to classify recipients, this policy will 

likely negate some of the main criticisms against WC. For example, given that it does not 

distinguish between rich and poor recipients, it should prevent some of the main problems 

in terms of stigmatization than other WC policies such as workfare.15 

Moreover, the conditional behavioral component is not meant to punish recipients 

or discourage them from participating in the program. Instead, the conditionalities attached 

to PI aim to promote the production of socially valuable services that the market may not 

adequately provide. This also includes recognizing services and social goods (e.g., care 

provision) that are often provided without any compensation.16 Even though there are 

potential objections to PI programs, these are different from those directed at most welfare 

conditional plans. The main case against PI has been cast in administrative terms and not 

directly on normative grounds.17 That explains why PI is commonly associated with 

unconditional basic income programs rather than with workfare or other modes of WC.  

However, WC can exclusively target the poor and still be grounded in permissible 

behavioral conditions. Consider, for example, the case of CCTs. This type of program has 
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two main behavioral conditions: children of the beneficiary families need to maintain 

regular school attendance and medical checkups. These conditionalities distinguish CCTs 

from other WC schemes. For example, other conditional policies such as workfare aim to 

change only the behavior of those who receive social benefits. Workfare schemes impose 

working obligations on the recipients of the program. However, all those who do not 

receive the program are exempt from that mandate. In liberal democratic societies, there is 

no general formal obligation to work. In principle, people are free to participate in the labor 

market. This freedom naturally depends on the resources that each person may have to 

subsist without paid work. For instance, those inheriting a substantial sum of money will 

have more chances to opt out of the workforce.  

In contrast, CCT policies promote behavioral changes that are a priori expected of 

all members of the community, regardless of their socioeconomic status. Even though 

CCTs target the poor, the conditionalities used have a universal scope in most societies. Put 

another way, CCTs do not require recipients to behave in ways not required for others. 

Independent of their income level, parents are expected to take responsibility for their 

children’s education and health. Therefore, we can argue that CCTs reinforce those 

obligations via economic incentives, not singling out poor parents with specific behavioral 

requirements that are not enforced with other parents.18 This is important in contexts in 

which schooling and child labor compete for children’s time. Poor households may prefer 

to send their children to work to increase their economic status in the short term, at the cost 

of higher remuneration in the long term.19 

All in all, it is crucial to bear in mind that unconditionality and conditionality are 

instruments for achieving policy objectives. A justification for conditionality, for example, 
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does not have to show that conditional policies are always preferable to unconditional 

policies. Instead, it must prove that in specific contexts, conditionality can be a desirable 

redistributive mechanism because of the resources it allocates and the types of behaviors it 

promotes. For example, suppose we have good reason to believe that educational conditions 

help improve human capital in ways that unconditionality cannot. In that case, it is essential 

to think about how to design conditional systems that promote that outcome without 

generating unjustifiable costs. On the other hand, if we have good reason to believe that 

unconditionality can produce a better result, then conditionality becomes redundant and 

unnecessary. The mistake, however, is to assume that any of these policy instruments are 

always preferable without considering the circumstances and the objectives to be promoted. 

Even if we may agree on the permissibility of a given type of conditionality, there is 

a further question concerning alternative modes to implement and adopt a conditional 

scheme. Similar conditionalities can be implemented in various ways that produce 

alternative outcomes. PPs play a crucial role in protecting welfare recipients from 

administrative errors and misuse in implementing welfare conditional policies with 

permissible behavioral components.  

 

2. Procedural Protections, Administrative Justice, and Welfare Conditionality 

Consider these hypothetical but often-encountered situations. Julia and Elena are 

welfare recipients of a CCT program. The behavioral conditions attached to that policy 

require that their children must attend school and receive regular medical checkups as an 

exchange for receiving welfare benefits. Julia knows for a fact that her children have met 
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the required behavioral expectations; they neither missed classes nor medical appointments. 

Therefore, she is confident she will maintain her status as a CCTs recipient. Elena is in a 

different situation. Due to circumstances beyond her control, her children did not meet the 

health requirements because of the lack of medical services available to them in their 

community. As a consequence, Elena is at the risk of losing access to welfare benefits. She 

will have to find the proper formal channel (if any) to explain her situation to the welfare 

agency.   

Welfare programs do not always offer clear guidelines and protocols for addressing 

Elena's situation. The indeterminacy of the rules may confer welfare officers with the 

discretion to examine and resolve that ambiguity.20 Welfare recipients can be left to 

confront discretionary and moralistic programs with practically no legal protections.21 

Even Julia, who met the behavioral requirements, faces the risk that the outcome will 

not be expected. It is well documented that welfare bureaucracies commit administrative 

errors both in intricate and straightforward programs.22 For example, public social security 

programs do not typically require their recipients to follow specific behavioral patterns in 

exchange for receiving benefits. Instead, applications to social security are subjected to 

detailed rules and guidelines related to the characteristics (or status) of their claimants (e.g., 

age, nationality), as well as their records of contribution to social security funds. These 

requirements, however, are enough to generate an immense bureaucracy prone to 

administrative errors.23 

WC incorporates additional regulatory complexities. These policies need to distinguish 

between deserving and undeserving claimants based on descriptive and behavioral 

variables. CCT programs somehow evaluate and select claimants based on morally neutral 
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facts (e.g., benefits contingent on being a specific age) and on morally charged ones (e.g., 

whether the recipient is taking proper care of their children's education and health). 

Although the eligibility criteria may look simple on paper, their implementation can be 

complicated. 

Administrative errors in welfare conditional policies can lead to several adverse 

consequences for vulnerable people. First, errors can deprive welfare claimants of monetary 

resources that are crucial for meeting their basic needs. Second, adverse administrative 

decisions can also inflict moral blame on them. Welfare claimants can be stigmatized as not 

being able to fulfill behavioral requirements that are held to be desirable. 24  Third, 

administrative errors can also deprive claimants of obtaining the benefits associated with 

compliance with conditionalities. If CCT programs effectively incorporate more vulnerable 

children into formal education and primary medical care, administrative errors will affect 

that desired outcome. Finally, in certain contexts, administrative errors may not be 

randomly distributed among welfare recipients. As Soss, Fording, and Schram showed for 

the U.S case, race “operates today as a powerful force shaping administrative interactions 

and guiding street-level decisions about who should get what, when, and how”.25 For all 

these reasons, we need to pay attention to appeal arrangements as an institutional remedy in 

case of these undesirable outcomes. 

  

2.1 Procedural Protections and Administrative Justice 

This paper addresses a problem of administrative justice. In brief, administrative justice can 

be understood as "the justice inherent in administrative decision making"26 , and it 
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comprises a dimension related to process and another concerned with outcomes.27 The 

procedural aspect refers to fairness in the way people are treated during the decision-

making process. For its part, substantive justice refers to the content of that decision and its 

result.28 Thus, procedural fairness applied to administrative procedures is one component of 

administrative justice. The latter idea also includes a substantive dimension. 

Imagine the scenario in which both Elena and Julia can keep their benefits but only 

after going through a humiliating and degrading process. We would hardly characterize the 

administration of that program as just. Even if the program allocates benefits that 

effectively help vulnerable people fight poverty and inequality, the means to achieve that 

outcome can be seriously questioned. It seems unpromising that a redistributive program 

aimed at helping a vulnerable population adopts allocation procedures that undermine the 

values behind its substantive goals. Furthermore, unfair procedures can favor administrative 

exclusion, discouraging those who qualify for welfare assistance from applying to the 

benefits or attempting to stay in the program. 

Since there are several principles and values that apply to the procedure itself, 

regardless of whether a purely instrumental approach to procedural justice is favored, there 

is consensus in the literature that administrative procedures are normatively relevant. 29  As 

Brian Barry suggested, the relationship between a fair procedure and a fair result is 

empirical. We should expect that fair procedures will produce fairer results than the 

implementation of unfair procedures.30 To be clear, I am not claiming that procedural 

fairness is the only factor that matters. This is an issue that I cannot address in a paper of 

this scope. Instead, my claim is that procedural fairness (institutionalized in part via PPs) is 
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a crucial dimension that we must take into account at the time of evaluating the 

permissibility of welfare conditional programs.  

 

 

 

 

3. Appeal Mechanisms and Procedural Protections 

 

Appeal arrangements are only one key component of a PPs scheme.31 Their goal is to 

correct administrative errors and biases. They should have the power to amend previous 

administrative decisions. These arrangements differ in three main aspects: (a) whether the 

administrative review is internal or external; (b) whether the procedures adopt an 

adversarial or inquisitorial approach; and (c) whether the appellants play an active or 

passive role during the process.    

Appeal arrangements can operate as a mechanism of internal or external review. 

The internal review refers to appeal processes within the same administrative agency that 

run the welfare program. The external review indicates appeals arrangements that take place 

in agencies that are independent of the administration of the welfare program.32 These 

arrangements for reviewing and challenging administrative decisions are not mutually 

exclusive. Welfare programs can operate with both internal and external appeal 
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mechanisms. Nonetheless, the emphasis on either an internal or external instance can alter 

the dynamics of how welfare recipients can challenge adverse administrative decisions.  

These procedures can also adopt an adversarial or inquisitorial approach. In the 

adversarial system, the parties involved (e.g., the welfare recipient vs. the welfare agency) 

oversee the investigation and evidence presentation before a passive and impartial decision-

maker. The latter listens to both parties before deciding based on the presented evidence.33 

In contrast, in the inquisitorial approach, the decision-maker carries out the investigation 

and decides based on that inquiry's outcomes. Although the parties can participate in the 

process, the judge in an inquisitorial system is an active participant who collects and 

investigates the evidence necessary to decide each case.34 

Appeal mechanisms also differ in terms of what they require of appellants. There 

are two broad categories. On the one hand, there are appeal procedures that require 

appellants to maintain an active role during the process. For example, appellants are 

required not only to submit a claim but also to participate in the administrative proceeding 

as an interested party involving the review of their claims. On the other hand, there are 

procedures where appellants play a passive role. In these cases, after the claim and 

presentation of evidence, the appellants simply wait for a verdict from the evaluating 

agency.  

These are just some institutional alternatives for the design of appeal mechanisms. 

The variations respond in good measure to the objectives we seek to achieve through this 

type of procedure. Suppose the goal is to use the appeals mechanisms as an instance of 

exclusion of beneficiaries. In that case, the mechanisms will acquire a different shape than 
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those designed to keep beneficiaries in the program and ensure that they comply with the 

proposed conditionalities. 

An example will help illustrate. In the context of US welfare policies, fair hearings 

(FHs) are one of the best-studied appeal arrangements.35 FHs are an adversarial mechanism 

where the parties in conflict present their cases to an impartial judge. In the case of FHs, it 

is an administrative judge that depends on the agency. As described by Lens, fair hearings 

are "a quasi-judicial forum where welfare participants challenge denials of welfare 

benefits". Lens believed that "while hearings sometimes replicate the worst excesses of the 

bureaucracy, justice is also dispensed."36 

 As Lens suggested, there are different virtues and problems associated with FHs. 

She identified four positive attributes. First, FHs allow beneficiaries and applicants to 

challenge administrative decisions. There is a presumption that the appellant is eligible for 

assistance until the agency proves otherwise. Second, it is a participatory event that allows 

welfare claimants to be heard. Third, FHs can be a learning experience. Welfare claimants 

can receive feedback on how to navigate the system more efficiently, as well as to learn 

more directly about what is expected of them.37 Finally, FHs can be used to adjust and 

correct bureaucratic rigidities and inefficiencies. These appeal instances can be a constant 

source of administrative feedback that helps welfare administrators improve their practices. 

However, FHs also present at least four critical challenges. First, the judge on duty 

is an important variable to determine the result of the FH. Some judges understand their 

roles in different ways. Some try to lead beneficiaries or applicants for benefits to present 

their case in the best possible way. Other judges are less flexible and strictly adhere to the 

rules.38 FHs may fail in the equal treatment and consistency dimension, making the process 
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unpredictable and varying.39 Second, the beneficiaries do not always have the necessary 

means to make their cases in the best possible way. On many occasions, they omit relevant 

information or declare behaviors that are counterproductive to their case, casting doubt on 

this mechanism as a valid instance of hearing. These policies aim to assist vulnerable 

people who usually are in a weak position to deal with the programs.40 For example, 

welfare claimants may lack the skills to navigate a complex bureaucratic system—that is, 

the capacity to understand the requirements to which they are subjected and the scope of 

their rights and duties. Likewise, they may not have the time or the resources to afford their 

participation in that administrative process. It is well documented that the use of 

professional assistance (e.g., professional representatives such as lawyers or social workers) 

in instances of challenging administrative decisions makes a difference to the outcomes.41  

Third, FHs are rarely conceived as a way to modify deficient regulations or 

administrative practices. In some cases, FHs can help to challenge a specific administrative 

decision and enable the correction of an erroneous or unfair administrative decision. 

Nonetheless, the evidence shows that outcomes obtained through this appeal procedure are 

rarely used as evidence to modify administrative practices that perform poorly.42 Finally, 

there is the problem that the agency determines the judges. Since they are basically officials 

of the welfare agency, they can be perceived as a part of the bureaucracy that ends up not 

being impartial to the appellants. 

Lens described the case of an appeal mechanism that operates in a highly restrictive 

welfare system designed to reduce welfare rolls and promote the poor's economic self-

sufficiency. It is hardly surprising, then, that FHs present the types of shortcomings 

mentioned above. From a more inclusive perspective, however, the use of appeal 
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mechanisms needs to be functional to the inclusion (rather than to the exclusion) of those 

individuals in need of welfare assistance. Whichever the procedure, it should not 

discourage people from appealing unfavorable administrative decisions.  

 

 

 

4. Appeal Arrangements in CCT Programs 

 

CCTs are the most prominent welfare policy that has been adopted in Latin America in the 

twenty-first century. Almost without exception, all of the countries in the region have 

implemented a CCT program. While some of these policies are still in place, others have 

changed over time, and others have been terminated.  

The extensive empirical literature on this policy shows some promising outcomes in 

terms of school attendance and healthcare checkups. 43  Furthermore, CCTs provide 

monetary assistance in the context of weak welfare institutions. There are, however, 

important underexplored questions regarding the procedural and administrative practices 

associated with CCTs. These are complex redistributive programs that require serious 

planning and careful implementation, and their design and implementation involve multiple 

steps.44 

Although appeal mechanisms are a critical component of PPs for welfare recipients, 

we know extraordinarily little in comparative terms about how these arrangements are used 
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in CCT programs. In what follows, I will examine this issue. My analysis is only illustrative 

and exemplary of the challenges that CCTs face in terms of administrative justice. A more 

comprehensive evaluation should include other elements of procedural protections beyond 

appeal arrangements, as well as different phases of the administration of these programs.  

 

 

 

4.1 Appeals Arrangements in CCTs 

In contrast to other dimensions of the implementation and design of CCTs, the literature on 

appeals arrangements in these redistributive programs is scarce. The few studies dealing 

with this issue have warned of various problems with existing appeal mechanisms in 

CCTs.45 As Cecchini and Madariaga suggested, the procedures to receive and channel 

complaints have been insufficient instruments to provide recipients with control and 

protection over the administration of CCTs.46 Difficulties range from poor institutional 

design to the absence of procedures to protect beneficiaries. We need to know whether 

appeal arrangements exist in CCTs, as well as to what extent welfare recipients use them, 

and how their use serves to protect them from administrative error and abuse. 

A first common difficulty with appeal mechanisms – at least in the context of 

welfare policies - is that welfare recipients do not regularly make use of the available 

appeal arrangements to challenge unfavorable administrative decisions. 47  There are 

multiple reasons for this, including distrust of the welfare bureaucracy; fear of retaliation; 
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skepticism that appeals can accomplish anything; and unfamiliarity with the existence and 

availability of appeal procedures.48 

As Handler argues, appeal procedures only work as a solution when beneficiaries 

use them.49 For this to happen, recipients must know that the system made a mistake with 

their case and that there is the possibility of remedying the situation, and they must have the 

means to carry out the necessary action. The obvious problem, Handler claimed, is that 

when one of these necessary stipulations fails, appeal schemes do not work and are thus no 

longer a valid solution. The most worrying thing is that these stipulations are often not 

fulfilled. That may explain why the appeal procedures are underutilized and with 

discouraging results.50 

Unfortunately, we do not have enough data to examine this phenomenon in CCT 

programs. For many CCT programs, there is no available public data on appeals activities. 

Only a few programs (e.g., Más Familias en Acción) offer public data on the number of 

claims and appeals to administrative decisions. In the Colombian case, it is possible to 

access the number of appeals and the proportion of successful cases. However, there are no 

estimations of the number of people who refrain from appealing unfavorable administrative 

decisions. Without this information, it remains unknown how and how often the procedure 

is used. 

Equally problematic is that various CCT programs offer limited information about 

the characteristics of the appeal procedures. They do not clarify essential steps such as what 

agencies are in charge of addressing appeals and their relationship with the welfare 

program administration. Similarly, in various cases, the timing of this procedure is 

uncertain. As long as the goal is to maintain within the welfare system those who need 
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assistance and who would benefit from meeting conditionalities rather than excluding them, 

recipients should be adequately informed about how the appeal process works, the different 

steps, and the schedule for those steps. 

Several tasks must be undertaken in this regard. The procedure and the units 

responsible for an agency to receive and process the complaints received must be clearly 

defined. Appeal mechanisms should be designed to establish how these claims are 

presented and handled. For instance, it is necessary to distinguish allegations of fraud or 

corruption from administrative errors. Similarly, agencies in charge of accepting and 

evaluating complaints must set time limits to process claims and determine the sanctions 

and certification mechanisms. 51  CCT programs, however, do not commonly provide 

information about these variables. 

A third difficulty is related to the available channels to appeal administrative 

decisions. Although most programs offer a phone number or a website platform to submit 

claims, these channels may be inappropriate to provide guidance and correct bad practices. 

For example, in the Uruguayan Family Allowances program, claims and appeals are made 

electronically on the institution's website. The instructions explain that program officials 

will contact the beneficiary to respond to the complaint. This type of electronic appeal 

mechanism can facilitate administrative exclusion,52 as vulnerable recipients may have 

difficulty making appeals in this manner if they do not have access to those channels. To 

combat this problem, in-person attention should be provided in local welfare offices. 

Recipients should not be expected to travel long distances and spend a considerable amount 

of time and resources to appeal an administrative decision.   
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Nonetheless, it should not be the case that appeals are processed only at the local 

level.	This leads us to another difficulty. Programs should promote the independence of the 

offices in charge of receiving and processing claims and appeals. The lack of independence 

of these agencies making administrative decisions and those overseeing the decisions can 

affect checks and balances. In Uruguay, for example, the agency in charge of allocating the 

Family Allowances program (Banco de Previsión Social) is also responsible for receiving 

and addressing complaints about that program.  

A related problem occurs when programs include different channels without a clear 

procedure to guide claims and appeals. For example, the Chilean Programa Familia 

(known before as Ingreso Ético Familiar) does not provide straightforward appeal 

mechanisms for its beneficiaries. This program does not have any specific office to dispute, 

supervise, or appeal the administrative decisions of the agency. Although the General 

Accounting Office of the Republic of Chile (Contraloría General de la República) 

supervises the overall policy, this institution does not operate as an available mechanism for 

beneficiaries to make claims for specific administrative decisions that affect them. Instead, 

Programa Familia provides a diluted net of channels to address recipients' questions, 

complaints, and claims. These channels include a telephone hotline, a website, and family 

intermediaries, as well as municipal offices in each commune.53  

A final difficulty is related to the role that welfare recipients play in the process of 

appealing an administrative decision. CCT programs often have some mechanism to appeal 

unfavorable decisions. Typically, as I mentioned before, CCTs receive complaints and 

appeals through call centers, websites, e-mail, in-person services, or a combination thereof. 

One important thing to note is that claimants appealing administrative decisions in CCTs 
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have a passive role during the process. Although recipients can appeal an administrative 

decision, they do not actively participate in the administrative process involving that 

appeal.54 The appeal process is activated once the complaint is presented to the agency in 

charge of investigating administrative errors and other failures. CCT programs do not offer 

instances of administrative hearings such as FHs. Claimants do not have the opportunity to 

appeal and be heard in front of an administrative court or an administrative law judge.	55 	

As Lens suggested, appeal arrangements with the active involvement of recipients 

during the process, such as in fair hearing schemes, provide welfare claimants with the 

opportunity to be heard and tell their stories. Appeal procedures can become a learning 

experience in which welfare claimants can receive feedback on how to navigate the system 

more efficiently, as well as to learn more directly what is expected of them. Thus, the 

opportunity to be heard can also become an opportunity to learn what is being questioned.56 

Appeal mechanisms that require the beneficiaries' active role during the appeal process 

allow them to challenge and explain why decisions about their case are unjustified. The 

burden of proof lies with the agency to show why the applicant should not receive welfare 

benefits.57 Nonetheless, beneficiaries of CCTs challenging an administrative decision are 

mainly expected to communicate a complaint and wait for an administrative response. 

Some CCTs offer appeal arrangements. Even though these procedures are not fully 

developed and operative to protect welfare recipients adequately, their experiences could be 

a starting point for other CCT programs interested in improving their procedural 

protections.  Some examples follow.  

The Colombian program Más Familias en Acción has established procedural 

protections to protect beneficiaries from administrative errors or irregular situations. There 
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are several well-specified channels for presenting complaints. These range from face-to-

face care in municipalities to free phone lines and online platforms to raise claims and 

concerns about particular cases. The beneficiaries, participating entities, and other persons 

and institutions can present petitions, complaints, and claims to the program's 

administration. Petitioners can address the administration either verbally or in writing, 

depending on the situation. Más Familias en Acción classifies different types of petitions, 

complaints, and claims. For example, the program distinguishes appeals that are made by a 

welfare claimant regarding a situation that affects him/her directly (particular interests) 

from other petitions that involve no specific recipient (general interests). Complaints are 

codified as manifestations of protest or nonconformity with the allegedly irregular conduct 

of public servants in executing their professional duties. The category of claims includes all 

demands regarding errors or misuse of personal data, as well as those related to the 

unjustified suspension of the benefits or the deficient provision of a service (education, 

health care, administration of the program). Más Familias en Acción has self-imposed 

deadlines as commitment devices to protect recipients and improve performance. The 

administration has a 30-day time window in which to address petitions, complaints, and 

claims, and any delay must be formally explained.58 

Similarly, the Mexican program Oportunidades included a specific channel to 

receive and handle complaints from affected recipients and non-recipients of the program. 

The Sistema de Atención Ciudadano (SAC) was the agency in charge of receiving 

demands, complaints, requests, and inquiries about the program's different features.  In 

particular, this agency specialized in working with a vulnerable population to include those 

who benefit from Oportunidades. This agency did provide recipients with an opportunity to 
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be heard, although it is unclear to what extent it served the purpose of protecting them 

against administrative errors. Even though the agency could adequately receive complaints 

and appeals, what it could do with these inputs is crucial.59 There are similar cases in 

Argentina and Brazil. In Argentina, Jefas y Jefes de Hogar operated together with a 

specialized agency (Comisión de Tratamiento de Denuncias de Los Programas de Empleo), 

which was responsible for receiving telephonic, written, and personal complaints about 

irregularities and errors in the operation of the program. Likewise, Bolsa Familia in Brazil 

has a division that investigates complaints about irregularities in the administration of the 

program.60 

These cases show some promising features in terms of administrative justice. 

Nevertheless, we still need to know more about how these procedures protect CCT 

recipients from administrative errors. To begin with, we do not have enough information 

about the numbers of both appealers and non-appealers. The performance of these 

arrangements cannot be evaluated without this information.  

We know very little about why some CCT beneficiaries appeal while others in 

similar situations do not. Many different reasons may explain the actions of appealers and 

non-appealers. For instance, we need to take into account variables such as the level of 

complexity of the process and the presence/absence of adequate help, as well as the speed, 

quality, and cost of the appeal process.61 Equally important is knowing and understanding 

the beliefs that welfare recipients may have about the internal and external appeal 

processes' independence.   

Finally, it is worth noting that in these CCT experiences, claimants appealing to 

administrative decisions have a passive role. The appeal process is activated once the 
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complaint is presented to the agency in charge of investigating administrative errors and 

other failures. CCT programs do not offer instances of administrative hearings. Claimants 

do not have the opportunity to appeal or be heard in front of an administrative court or 

administrative law judge. 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusions 

Welfare conditionality is an umbrella that covers a wide variety of redistributive programs. 

While there are good reasons to be concerned about conditional plans, not all behavioral 

conditions are equal or have similar normative implications. CCT programs use the same 

conditionalities in almost all cases. However, the administration of these programs varies 

significantly. These variations materially impact the protections beneficiaries have against 

the administrative decisions that affect them adversely. The analysis of these programs in 

terms of procedural justice is essential to evaluate the use of behavioral conditions in 

welfare programs normatively. Although some CCTs show deficiencies in their procedural 

protections (e.g., in terms of their appeal mechanisms), others have adopted arrangements 

that minimize these difficulties.  

Three issues arise from this analysis. The first is how to design and implement 

conditional policies that minimize these difficulties. The quick answer is empirically-

minded: we can learn from real-world experiences with CCT programs implemented in 

various settings such as those described above. For example, we know that not all forms of 

verifying compliance and enforcing conditionalities work properly, and that claimants' 

methods of redress require better incorporation into the design of these programs from the 

outset. Likewise, we know that administrative errors can be racially biased and serve to 
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reinforce racial stereotypes.62 Furthermore, as CCTs are targeted policies, it is crucial to 

evaluate the social construction of the target population— that is, "the cultural 

characterizations or popular images of the persons or groups whose behavior and well-

being are affected by public policy".63 These characterizations are normatively charged and 

can have a significant effect when designing and implementing target policies. Given all 

these considerations, we need more research on understanding what types of appeal 

mechanisms (and procedural protections in general) work better to protect CCT claimants.   

A second issue concerns the challenge of institutionalizing and promoting an ethics 

of public service that can be functional to the implementation of WC. That would consist of 

the internalization of a given set of ethical rules and norms that helps street-level workers 

and administrators to run these programs in line with the normative principles that underlie 

and justify them.64 The challenge is how to motivate civil servants to internalize ethical 

principles aligned with those grounding permissible behavioral conditional policies. One 

possible course of action is to use external controls such as a code of ethics.65 An 

alternative path consists of pursuing a strategy of internal controls by teaching moral 

education in public administration.66 This is a public administration debate that exceeds the 

scope of this essay, but it is worth noting that a comprehensive justification of WC would 

require answers not only in terms of the permissibility of a given conditionality and the PPs 

in place, but also regarding the strategies to promote ethical behavior among the civil 

servants administering these programs.   

The final question is to what extent we should care about rescuing WC.  After all, 

the most obvious solution to these administrative dilemmas may be to abolish 

conditionality altogether—that is, to rely on a redistributive scheme that uses a more 
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straightforward administrative structure to avoid the difficulties associated with the highly 

complex administration of WC. Nonetheless, we should not abandon that instrument so 

quickly. On the one hand, it is a mistake to assume that unconditional redistributive 

schemes are free from administrative challenges. 67  Even the administration of 

unconditional and universal programs requires significant administrative effort. For 

instance, unconditional policies still need to define criteria of eligibility for recipients, 

determine who meets such criteria, and define an efficient strategy for paying eligible 

applicants. 68  Therefore, we need more analyses comparing and evaluating the 

administrative challenges faced by conditional and unconditional schemes. Although it is 

reasonable to expect conditional plans to have more considerable administrative efforts 

than unconditional ones, it would be a mistake to assume that the cost associated with 

unconditional schemes is null.   

On the other hand, to be sure, there are good reasons to criticize numerous current 

conditional policies adopted in multiple places. Furthermore, this negative diagnosis can be 

extended to the use of PPs as a palliative institutional response to those problems. 

However, the pros and cons of PPs must be considered without losing sight of the fact that 

in many cases, the adoption of this type of arrangement has been consistent with minimal 

redistributive goals. Instead, we can imagine a WC policy whose purpose is to include 

rather than exclude people who need welfare assistance. PPs tailored for this goal must be 

designed to favor the incorporation and permanence of the programs' beneficiaries. 

Furthermore, they must be designed to ensure that needy recipients not only maintain 

material support (e.g., income, food assistance), but are also reasonably capable of fulfilling 

the required behavioral expectations. The global experience with CCTs demonstrates that it 
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is possible to develop conditional policies that aim to include rather than exclude potential 

beneficiaries. Furthermore, the fulfillment of the conditionalities should be framed in terms 

of its potential benefits to welfare recipients rather than as a punitive or exclusionary 

mechanism. That is, the overriding goal of CCT implementation should be to move beyond 

simply retaining vulnerable people within a welfare benefits system and toward helping 

them meet the actual behavioral demands required for this retention. 	
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