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ABSTRACT
Nearly 700 million people worldwide live in extreme poverty, and 
almost half of the world’s population lives below the poverty line. 
Cash transfer programs are increasingly used to address poverty’s 
effects on family well-being, yet less is known about how families 
experience programs that combine cash transfers with peer-driven 
mutual aid. Children International’s (CI) Community Independence 
Initiative (CII) provides conditional cash transfers and promotes 
family-led goal setting, mutual support, and shared learning. This 
qualitative study explored how families in Colombia, Mexico, and 
the Philippines experienced CII and made meaning of its material 
and relational components. We conducted focus groups with 51 
adult and child participants from families who had completed CII. 
Thematic analysis revealed three themes that together reflected 
participants’ experience of CII over time: (1) Entering CII amid 
persistent family and economic strain; (2) Experiencing CII as both 
material support and collective problem-solving; and (3) Carrying 
forward connection and resilience while economic hardship per
sisted. Participants described CII as meaningful not only because of 
the cash transfers, which helped families meet immediate needs 
and invest in priorities such as education, household needs, health, 
and small businesses, but also because of the peer-driven structure 
that supported shared learning, mutual aid, family communication, 
and social connection. Although some relational and resilience- 
related benefits endured after the program ended, families contin
ued to experience substantial economic hardship. Findings suggest 
that anti-poverty initiatives may be strengthened by integrating 
flexible material support with opportunities for peer connection 
and collective problem-solving, while also recognizing the limits 
of time-limited interventions in the context of persistent structural 
poverty.
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Introduction

Nearly 700 million people worldwide live in extreme poverty, subsisting on less 
than the equivalent of $2.15 per day, the global extreme poverty line set by the 
World Bank, and almost half of the world’s population lives under the poverty 
line defined by high income countries of $6.85 per day (The World Bank, 2023).1 

To address the myriad effects of poverty on family well-being, including health, 
education, employment, child development and more (Atkinson & Bourguignon,  
2013; Grantham McGregor et al., 2007; Marmot et al., 2008; McDonough et al.,  
2005), many countries and organizations have started to implement cash transfer 
programs (CTPs) in the past few decades (Bastagli et al., 2018; Rawlings & Rubio,  
2005).

Whereas many anti-poverty initiatives involve providing services to individuals to 
address their financial stressors, CTPs involve the direct provision of money to indivi
duals and families who decide how the money is utilized (World Health Organization,  
2013; Zheng et al., 2022). CTPs typically fall into two broad categories – conditional and 
unconditional (Gaarder, 2012). Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) provide money to 
economically disadvantaged people under the condition that they adhere to certain pre- 
determined requirements, such as children’s regular school attendance and staying up to 
date on vaccinations (Hartarto et al., 2021; Ranganathan & Lagarde, 2012). 
Unconditional cash transfers (UCTs) provide money to people without any requirements 
for receiving cash (Haushofer & Shapiro, 2013; Pega et al., 2022).

Complementary approaches to poverty reduction and community development 
involve the creation or support of community networks that work together to strengthen 
families. Often called peer-driven change efforts, or mutual aid networks, this method of 
allowing individuals to work together to solve their own problems shows promise in 
impacting families in poverty (Miller, 2017). Peer-driven change involves individuals and 
families leading change for themselves, providing mutual support to one another, and an 
investment of financial capital from external sources (Menezes et al., 2020).

One such organization that implements a combination of cash transfers and mutual 
aid is Children International (CI). CI piloted the Community Independence Initiative 
(CII) to invest in the talents, strengths, and ingenuity of people living in low-resource 
communities. The initiative offers no services or advice to families. Instead, it provides 
a structure within which families set their own goals and strengthen social networks that 
support their progress, in addition to the receipt of a regular conditional cash investment 
(Children International, 2024).

The CII represents a significant shift towards self-help and peer-driven change in 
community development. Understanding the initiative, the experiences of the partici
pants, and exploring the rich context within which the intervention was delivered are 
vitally important to the expansion and replication of programs that hold the potential to 
empower communities to leverage their own resources and networks to create sustain
able change. Here, we report findings from a qualitative focus group study to elucidate in- 
depth the experiences of the participants and the community context within which the 
CII was implemented. These findings offer important lessons learned for future initia
tives aimed at fostering independence and resilience in low-income communities 
through conditional cash transfer programs.
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Literature review

Impacts of cash transfer programs on families in low-income countries

Families in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) often face limited access to food, 
healthcare, and education, contributing to poor health, low school enrollment, and other 
negative outcomes (Grantham McGregor et al., 2007; Hussain & Schech, 2021; 
McDonough et al., 2005). In response, many LMICs have implemented cash transfer 
programs (CTPs) to reduce poverty and strengthen family functioning. CTPs originated 
in Latin America in the 1990s, with Mexico’s conditional cash transfer (CCT) program 
Oportunidades emerging during economic crisis and inequality (Fernald et al., 2009; 
Levy & Schady, 2013; Millán et al., 2019), and have since expanded globally, particularly 
across Africa and Asia. Programs may be unconditional (UCT), conditional (CCT), or 
mixed, with UCTs more common in sub-Saharan Africa and CCTs more prevalent in 
Latin America (Owusu-Addo et al., 2023; Schubert & Slater, 2006).

Research shows positive effects of CTPs on family well-being, including financial 
stability, education, nutrition, employment, and empowerment (Bastagli et al., 2018; 
Nnaeme et al., 2022; Rawlings & Rubio, 2005). Bastagli et al. (2018) documented gains 
across six domains in a review of 165 studies, while Baird et al. (2013, 2014) found 
stronger schooling effects for CCTs, though few robust studies directly compare condi
tional and unconditional models. Although CTPs aim to interrupt intergenerational 
poverty and build human capital (Rawlings & Rubio, 2005), long-term effects remain 
less understood because most evaluations occur during or shortly after implementation 
(Baird et al., 2014; Owusu-Addo et al., 2023). For example, Baird et al. (2019) found 
sustained educational gains among adolescent girls in Malawi two years post- 
intervention, but no gains in household income or consumption. Beyond economic 
outcomes, cash transfers may also increase bonding and social networks, contributing 
to social capital (Grisolia et al., 2024).

Experiences of families and recipients of poverty-intervention programming

Participants’ lived experiences are essential for understanding CTPs’ broader impact, yet 
fewer studies examine how recipients perceive, navigate, and make meaning of these 
programs (Adato et al., 2011; MacAuslan & Riemenschneider, 2011; Yoshino et al., 2023). 
Through ethnographies and focus groups with 500 households across four countries, 
Adato et al. (2011) found that cultural norms often mediate program outcomes; Banda 
et al. (2019) similarly found that equal access and community acceptance were critical to 
success in Zambia.

Qualitative research also highlights social interaction and training as pathways to self- 
esteem, decision-making, and empowerment. In Peru, a mixed-methods study with six 
focus groups and 48 interviews found that CCT participation bolstered women’s agency 
(Alcázar et al., 2016). In Mexico, Breckin (2023) interviewed 47 long-term participants 
who credited CTPs, especially those coupled with education, with preventing interge
nerational poverty. Yoshino et al. (2023) synthesis of 41 qualitative studies found that 
cash transfers helped meet immediate needs and enhanced autonomy and social cohe
sion, but participants often wanted additional support, larger sums, and fewer barriers 
related to stigma, unequal access, and logistics.
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The community independence initiative (CII)

To help families and communities thrive, Children International piloted the CII to 
complement its child and youth development model, with funding from the Aviv 
Foundation and CI’s general sponsorship funds. CII was implemented with 373 families 
in Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines from 2020 to 2022; 354 families remained at 
the program’s conclusion. Organization directors nominated one to two family liaisons 
from within communities, and liaisons invited other families to information sessions. 
Participating families provided verbal agreement and written consent for data collection 
and sharing and were informed that aggregated data would be returned to them as part of 
the program.

Participants completed monthly surveys on income, employment, education, 
housing, health, aspirations, mutuality, and related domains, and convened 
monthly in peer-led small groups. Families received USD $10/month in compen
sation and a biannual investment of USD $150–$200 to use at their discretion. 
Staff analyzed and returned data through quarterly visual reports, allowing 
families to reflect on progress, engage with neighbors, and learn from others’ 
strategies. Drawing on positive deviance (Sternin, 2002), CII emphasized peer and 
community support over direct intervention. Positive deviance recognizes that, 
among people with similar resources, uncommon behaviors may help some iden
tify better solutions than their neighbors, revealing hidden resources and support
ing sustainable, internally owned change. Accordingly, CII staff did not offer 
solutions but encouraged families to seek support within their networks, especially 
from peers who had developed effective responses to shared challenges. This 
structure fostered trust, agency, and interdependence among participants (Root 
Change, 2021).

The present study

The CII is a global, family-centered, community-based, peer-driven change model that 
incorporates cash transfers. In 2023, we conducted a qualitative follow-up study to 
explore participants’ experiences with CII in Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines. 
Focus groups offered rich insights into the lived realities of poverty and the role of CII in 
supporting resilience and well-being across diverse contexts. Because CII combined 
flexible cash investment with peer-led group participation, the qualitative analysis exam
ined not only participants’ individual experiences, but also how families made meaning 
of the program as a material, relational, and collective form of support. To gain an in- 
depth, nuanced understanding of participants’ perspectives, emotions, beliefs, and moti
vations in relation to living in poverty and taking part in CII, the following research 
questions were addressed:

RQ1: What economic, family, and contextual challenges shaped participants’ lives 
before, during, and after CII?

RQ2: How did participants experience CII’s cash transfer component in relation to their 
family needs, priorities, and goals?
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RQ3: How did participants experience CII’s peer-driven group process, including mutual 
support, shared learning, and collective problem-solving?

RQ4: What benefits, challenges, and recommendations did participants identify regard
ing the continuation, improvement, or expansion of CII?

RQ5: What aspects of CII, if any, did participants describe as continuing after the 
program ended?

Our intention with this study was to give voice to the lived experience of the CII 
participants, allowing us to examine the complex issue of ending global poverty by 
focusing intervention efforts on children and families. With CII’s unique focus on self- 
help and peer-driven change, this study contributes new perspectives on community-led 
solutions to poverty and other family challenges.

Method

Study design

Collaborations between academic institutions and non-profit organizations have gained 
increasing recognition for addressing complex social issues, such as global poverty. This 
article presents findings from a research partnership between Children International and 
the University of Pennsylvania (Penn), focused on equipping families with the skills, 
mindset, and tools to achieve their goals, gain sustainable employment, and positively 
impact their communities.

The collaboration aimed to strengthen the evaluation and dissemination of the CII, 
first within CI and then with the broader scientific community. The primary goal was 
to understand participants’ experiences through in-depth insights into CII. Penn 
researchers supported CI in developing the follow-up study protocol, advising on 
measures and data collection, and assisting with analysis and interpretation of de- 
identified data. This partnership also served to build CI’s internal capacity for data 
use and future planning.

The study employed a qualitative focus group design to explore the experiences of 
families who participated in CII, examining barriers, facilitators, and opportunities for 
improvement. Focus groups were selected for their ability to elicit rich, contextually 
grounded data through group interaction. Focus groups were particularly appropriate for 
this study because CII itself was organized around peer-led small groups, mutual aid, and 
shared reflection. The purpose of the qualitative component was not only to document 
individual experiences with cash transfers, but also to understand how participants made 
meaning of CII’s collective and relational components. Unlike individual interviews, 
focus groups allowed participants to respond to, affirm, extend, and sometimes contrast 
one another’s accounts of participation. This group interaction was important because 
many of the study’s central findings concerned interpersonal processes, including mutual 
support, the sharing of ideas and resources, strengthened relationships, and continued 
peer connections after the program ended. Thus, the focus group format mirrored key 
features of the intervention and generated data about collective meaning-making that 
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would have been less accessible through individual interviews alone. Basic demographic 
data were also collected to establish participant profiles.

Participants

All 354 families who completed CII were invited to participate in the follow-up survey; 
337 (95%) responded. Twelve focus groups (n = 25parents, n = 26 children) were con
ducted across Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines to contextualize participants’ 
experiences. Families eligible for focus groups included those with a child aged 10–18 
at the time of intervention. From this pool, 18–20 families per country were randomly 
selected and invited to participate. Ultimately, focus groups included seven families from 
Colombia, eight from Mexico, and ten from the Philippines.

The intervention lasted for 19 months, starting in March 2020; the follow-up study 
took place from November to December 2023. Only de-identified secondary data were 
analyzed for the purposes of this study. The University of Pennsylvania’s Institutional 
Review Board reviewed the project and determined that it did not constitute human 
subjects research because the data were de-identified upon receipt for analysis, and the 
Penn part of the research team did not have access to information that could identify 
participants.

Procedure

CI and Penn co-developed a survey and focus group guide based on questions from CII’s 
original implementation. In addition to qualitative focus group data, we analyzed quan
titative data at both individual and household levels.

All data were collected by CI and shared with the Penn part of the team in de- 
identified form via Box, a secure cloud-based platform. Surveys were created in 
Alchemer (2006) and distributed through digital messaging platforms (e.g. WhatsApp, 
Facebook). All the original CII pilot program participants had the opportunity to 
complete the follow-up survey. Of the 354 original families, 337 completed the follow- 
up survey (95% response rate). To gather in-depth insights from parents and children 
who participated in the CII pilot, focus group participants were selected from the larger 
sample of follow-up survey respondents.

Focus group discussions (FGDs) included caregiver–child pairs selected at random. 
FGDs were held separately for adults and children, with four groups per country. In 
Colombia, caregiver groups included three and four participants, while child groups had 
three and five. In Mexico, caregiver and child groups each had four. In the Philippines, 
both types of groups had five participants. Caregivers were typically household heads, 
and children were selected based on their ability to articulate opinions effectively. 
A designated contact person in each country was responsible for reaching out to the 
families and organizing the focus groups. FGDs in Mexico and Colombia were conducted 
in Spanish; in the Philippines, FGDs were conducted in Tagalog or Bicol, a local dialect. 
The focus groups were transcribed in the original language and then translated into 
English for analysis. A total of 51 individuals participated in the FGDs. Approximately 
half of focus group participants were caregivers, and the other half were children/youth 
from caregivers’ family households.
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During the FGDs, facilitators encouraged participants to reflect on their own experi
ences while also responding to others’ comments. These interactions often prompted 
participants to elaborate on shared challenges, compare strategies for using the cash 
transfers, and identify common benefits of the program. For example, participants built 
on one another’s comments about group meetings, mutual support, learning from peers, 
and continued relationships formed through CII. This interaction helped reveal not only 
what individual families experienced, but also how families understood CII as a social 
and collective process.

Measures

Participation status
Of the 337 survey respondents, 25 families (7.4%) also participated in focus groups. 
A binary variable (‘focus group’ / ‘survey only’) was created to reflect participation status.

Household demographics
Variables included country (Colombia, Mexico, or Philippines), household size, and 
number of members in three age categories: infants and toddlers (0–4), children and 
youth (5–18), and young adults (19–24).

Individual-level demographics
Focus group participants reported sex (female/male) and age (in years).

Household finances
Participants reported household income, savings, spending from savings, and debt 
service for October 2023. Financial data were converted to U.S. dollars using country- 
specific exchange rates.

Ratings
Likert-type items (0–10 scale) assessed satisfaction with income, savings, debt, and 
housing.2 Additional items rated overall family health and perceived impact of CII.

Data analysis

Quantitative data analysis
Quantitative survey response data were analyzed in R (v4.3.1). We computed descriptive 
statistics (frequencies, percentages, medians, IQRs) and assessed normality, variance, 
skewness, and kurtosis. Levene’s and Shapiro-Wilk tests checked distribution assump
tions. We used box plots and the 3*IQR method to identify outliers.

We conducted chi-squared tests to examine associations between participation status 
and country of residence (effect sizes: Cramer’s V). Welch’s ANOVA tested for differ
ences in household demographics, satisfaction, and health ratings (effect sizes: partial eta- 
squared, η2p), as it is robust to heteroskedasticity and unequal sample sizes.

Given the skewness of financial data, we used medians and IQRs rather than 
means. Mann-Whitney U tests assessed between-group differences in financial 
measures, with Freeman’s theta (θ) as the effect size. To adjust for multiple 
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comparisons, Holm’s sequential Bonferroni method was applied. Tables present 
both raw and Holm-adjusted p-values. Although the present study is primarily 
qualitative in nature, the quantitative analyses serve a complementary role by 
contextualizing and strengthening our interpretation of focus group findings. 
We leveraged post-intervention survey data to assess whether focus group parti
cipants differed systematically from the broader survey sample. Our quantitative 
analyses, then, were undertaken to assess the representativeness and transferability 
of insights derived from focus groups. Focus groups generated detailed accounts 
of how participants understood and experienced CII within diverse family and 
community contexts, while the quantitative component of our study provided an 
empirical basis for assessing whether those accounts emerged from a subgroup 
that was broadly comparable to the larger sample.

Qualitative data analysis
Focus group data were managed and analyzed in Excel using thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012). A preliminary codebook was developed and refined 
through review of a subset of transcripts to promote consistency in code defini
tions and application across coders. Each transcript was independently coded by 
two evaluators, one from the transcript’s country of origin to support culturally 
grounded interpretation. Coders first familiarized themselves with the data, gen
erated initial codes, then defined and named themes and codes to create the 
codebook (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Coding discrepancies were resolved through 
discussion, which helped clarify code definitions, refine the codebook, and pro
mote consistent application of codes across transcripts. Additional and refined 
subcodes were added as needed.

Analytic rigor was upheld through inter-rater agreement and discrepancy reso
lution, triangulation across informant groups, searches for disconfirming evidence, 
memoing, audit trails, and peer review by CI staff, whose contextual insights 
informed interpretation. The research team also engaged in reflexive discussion 
to consider how members’ disciplinary training, organizational roles, and prior 
knowledge of CII shaped analysis. Academic researchers contributed expertise in 
qualitative methods, poverty, child and family well-being, and program evaluation, 
while organizational partners contributed knowledge of CII implementation and 
local program realities. This combination strengthened the analysis while requir
ing attention to how familiarity with CII could shape assumptions about the 
program’s benefits, limitations, and mechanisms of influence. Reflexive discussion 
and attention to disconfirming evidence helped ensure that interpretations were 
examined, refined, and linked back to the data.

In analyzing focus group data, we attended to both individual statements and 
patterns that emerged through group interaction, including points of agreement, 
elaboration, and shared emphasis. These interactional dynamics informed findings 
related to mutuality, social support, and peer-driven change. Final themes were 
examined alongside quantitative findings to deepen understanding where findings 
aligned, generate higher-order insights where findings diverged, and identify new 
research directions suggested by qualitative data, such as unmeasured mechanisms of 
influence.
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Results

Quantitative results

Sample characteristics: post-CII survey respondents
Table 1 summarizes the household demographics of 337 families who participated in CI’s 
pilot CII, and who completed a post-intervention survey approximately 1 year after the 
pilot program concluded. Nearly half of survey respondents resided in Colombia when 
the CII intervention was delivered. The total number of family members residing in 
a single household ranged from 2 to 10 persons, with the median household comprised of 
5 persons. Approximately one third of participating families had at least one infant or 

Table 1. Household characteristics of survey respondents (N = 337)
Measure n %

Country of residence
Colombia 164 48.7
Mexico 73 21.7
Philippines 100 29.7

Household sizea(M = 5.2 ± 2.3 persons; Mdn [IQR] = 5 [4–6 persons])
Two persons 8 2.4
Three persons 40 11.9
Four persons 98 29.1
Five persons 77 22.8
Six persons 50 14.8
Seven persons or more 61 18.1
Missing data 3 0.9

Infants and toddlersb(M = 0.4 ± 0.6 persons; Mdn [IQR] = 0 [0–1 persons])
None 219 65.0
One 84 24.9
Two or more 21 6.2
Missing data 13 3.9

Children and youthc(M = 2.0 ± 1.2 persons; Mdn [IQR] = 2 [1–3 persons])
None 23 6.8
One 105 31.2
Two or more 199 59.1
Missing data 10 3.0

Young adultsd(M = 0.7 ± 1.0 persons; Mdn [IQR] = 0 [0–1 persons])
None 177 52.5
One 88 26.1
Two or more 56 16.6
Missing data 16 4.7

Family incomee(M = $211 ± $198; Mdn [IQR] = $147 [$73–$281])
$0 to $99 123 36.5
$100 to $199 86 25.5
$200 to $299 53 15.7
$300 to $399 26 7.7
$400 to $499 18 5.3
$500+ 31 9.2

Note: M = mean ± standard deviation. Mdn [IQR] = median [interquartile range]. Table summarizes the 
household demographics of 337 families who participated in Children International’s pilot Community 
Independence Initiative (CII), and who completed a post-intervention survey approximately 18 months 
after the pilot ended. The numeric variables household size, infants and toddlers, children and youth, young 
adults, and family income were converted to the ordinal level of measurement for table display. 
Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth. U.S. dollar amounts are rounded to the nearest dollar. 

aNumber of persons (i.e. family members) living in a given household for at least 3 months out of the 
past year. bNumber of persons age 0 to 4 years in the family household. cNumber of persons age 5 to 18  
years in the family household. dNumber of persons age 19 to 24 years in the family household. eTotal 
income (in U.S. dollars) earned by all family members living in a given household during October 2023, one 
month prior to the administration of the post-CII survey.
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toddler (i.e. 0- to 4-year-old) living in the household. Nearly all families had at least one 
child or youth (age 5 to 18 years), and slightly fewer than half of families had one or more 
young adults (age 19 to 24 years) in the household. Among all respondents, the median 
household brought in $147 in total income during the one-month period preceding the 
survey. More than one third of participating families reported $0 to $99 in total house
hold income earned during this period. Fewer than one in ten families reported $500 or 
more in past-month household income. The minimum and maximum past-month 
household income amounts were $0 and $1,012, respectively.

Sample characteristics: focus group participants
Table 2 presents focus group participants’ self-reported household characteristics. The 51 
focus group attendees (including 25 adult caregivers and 26 children/youth) collectively 
represented 25 different households. Among these focus group participants, the median 
family had 6 persons residing in their household. Most families (19/25, 76.0%) had 
between four and six household residents. In terms of household income, roughly half 
of families (12/25, 48.0%) reported $0 to $199 of total earnings in the past month. One in 
six families reported their household income as $400 or more, and the maximum 
observed income for any single household was $731.

Table 3 summarizes the demographic characteristics of 25 adult heads of household 
who participated in focus groups. Nearly all the adult participants identified their 
biological sex as female, and a slight plurality resided in the Philippines. The average 
adult was approximately 44 years of age at the time of their focus group participation.

Table 4 summarizes demographic information for 26 children and youth who parti
cipated in focus groups, accompanied by their adult heads of household. Roughly 85% of 

Table 2. Household characteristics of focus group participants
Measure n %

Country of residence
Colombia 7 28.0
Mexico 8 32.0
Philippines 10 40.0

Household sizea(M = 5.8 ± 1.5 persons; Mdn [IQR] = 6 [5–6 persons])
Four persons 5 20.0
Five persons 6 24.0
Six persons 8 32.0
Seven persons 4 16.0
Nine persons 1 4.0
Ten persons 1 4.0

Family incomeb(M = $213 ± $191; Mdn [IQR] = $225 [$53–$283])
$0 to $99 10 40.0
$100 to $199 2 8.0
$200 to $299 7 28.0
$300 to $399 2 8.0
$400+ 4 16.0

Note: M = mean ± standard deviation; Mdn [IQR] = median [interquartile range]. Table displays focus 
group participants’ self-reported household characteristics. Focus group participants (25 adult 
heads of household, plus 26 children/youth) collectively represented 25 different households. The 
numeric variable family income (measured in U.S. dollars) was converted to the ordinal level of 
measurement for table display. Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth. U.S. dollar amounts 
are rounded to the nearest dollar. 

aTotal number of persons living in a given household for at least 3 months out of the past year. bTotal 
income earned by all family members in a given household during October 2023, one month prior 
to the administration of the post-intervention survey.
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the children and youth identified their biological sex as female, and the average child/ 
youth was approximately 16 years of age when they attended a focus group.

Bivariate associations
We carried out several statistical tests to assess differences in the distributions of 
selected measures for focus group participants versus participants who completed the 
post-CII survey only. Chi-squared test results revealed no significant variation in 
country of residence by participation status, χ2 (2, N = 337) = 4.67, p = 0.097). In terms 
of their household composition, focus group participants were like the larger sample 
of post-CII survey participants. Welch’s one-way ANOVA tests revealed no signifi
cant between-group differences in total household size or in the numbers of infants 
and toddlers, children and youth, or young adults in the household (see 
Supplementary Material Table S1). Focus group participants and survey respondents 
reported similar levels of satisfaction across several domains (i.e. income, savings, 

Table 3. Demographic characteristics of adult focus group participants (n = 25)
Measure n %

Country of residence
Colombia 7 28.0
Mexico 8 32.0
Philippines 10 40.0

Sex
Female 23 92.0
Male 2 8.0

Age (M = 44.2 ± 5.9 years; Mdn [IQR] = 43.0 [41.0–47.0 years])
35 to 39 years 5 20.0
40 to 44 years 10 40.0
45 to 49 years 7 28.0
50+ years 3 12.0

Note: M = mean ± standard deviation. Mdn [IQR] = median [interquartile range]. Table presents 
the demographic characteristics of adults only, excluding 26 children/youth who also 
participated in focus groups for this study. Age, a numeric variable representing the age 
(in years) of focus group participants, was converted to the ordinal level of measurement for 
table display. Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth.

Table 4. Demographic characteristics of child/youth focus group participants 
(n = 26)

Measure n %

Country of residence
Colombia 8 30.8
Mexico 8 30.8
Philippines 10 38.5

Sex
Female 22 84.6
Male 4 15.4

Age (M = 16.2 ± 3.1 years; Mdn [IQR] = 16.5 [14.0–18.0 years])
11 to 13 years 5 19.2
14 to 16 years 8 30.8
17 to 19 years 11 42.3
20+ years 2 7.7

Note: M = mean ± standard deviation. Mdn [IQR] = median [interquartile range]. Table presents 
the demographic characteristics of children/youth only, excluding 25 adult heads of house
hold who also participated in focus groups for this study. Age, a numeric variable represent
ing the age (in years) of focus group participants, was converted to the ordinal level of 
measurement for table display. Percentages are rounded to the nearest tenth.
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debt, housing), had similar ratings of their families’ overall health, and had similar 
ratings of the CII pilot program’s overall impact on their families (see Supplementary 
Material Table S2). There were likewise no significant differences in past-month 
family income, savings, spending from savings, or debt payments (see 
Supplementary Material Table S3). Taken together, these findings suggest that focus 
group participants were reasonably representative of the full sample of 337 families 
who received the CII intervention and who completed the post-CII survey.

Focus groups/qualitative results
We conducted focus groups with 25 adults and 26 children whose families participated in 
the Community Independence Initiative in Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines. One 
caregiver and one child attended focus groups for each family, except for one family in 
which a parent brought two children. Participants were asked to reflect on their experi
ences with CII, including what worked well, what challenges remained, and how the 
program could better support families.

Rather than presenting themes as discrete categories, we organized the qualitative 
findings around the story participants told about their experience with CII. Across adult 
and child focus groups, participants described entering the program amid persistent 
economic and family strain, experiencing CII as both material support and a collective 
process of learning and mutual aid, and carrying forward some relational and personal 
benefits after the program ended while continuing to face significant financial hardship. 
Table 5 presents illustrative quotations from adult and child participants for each theme, 
and Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual arc reflected in the qualitative findings.

Theme 1: entering CII amid persistent family and economic strain

Participants situated CII within the broader realities of poverty, family stress, and limited 
access to resources. Adults and children described unemployment, illness and medical 
needs, housing problems, educational expenses, debt, difficulty meeting basic household 
needs, and stress, often intensified by COVID-19 and natural disasters. Thus, CII was not 
experienced as an isolated program activity, but as one source of support within families’ 
ongoing efforts to navigate economic insecurity and protect children’s well-being.

Economic insecurity and employment instability shaped family life

Across adult and child focus groups, financial strain was central to family life before, 
during, and after CII. Adults linked economic hardship to family conflict, unmet material 
needs, and difficulty supporting children. One adult explained, ‘Before the initiative my 
family was always arguing because we had economic problems; we did not have enough 
money to buy shoes, clothes, things for school’ (Mexico). Children also described 
unstable income and limited household resources, as one child shared: ‘Sometimes my 
mother cannot buy something to sell because my father’s salary is delayed’ (Philippines).

Employment instability further constrained families’ ability to meet household needs. 
Participants described job loss, underemployment, and lack of steady work as persistent 
pressures. One adult stated, ‘My husband lost his job; I didn’t go to work every day. We 
needed food and groceries’ (Mexico), while a child noted, ‘My father was not able to 
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Table 5. Illustrative quotations by Theme
Theme Illustrative Quotation Respondent

Theme 1: Entering CII amid persistent 
family and economic strain

‘Before the initiative my family was always arguing because 
we had economic problems; we did not have enough 
money to buy shoes, clothes, things for school’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘Sometimes my mother cannot buy something to sell 
because my father’s salary is delayed’.

Child  
(Philippines)

‘My husband lost his job; I didn’t go to work every day. We 
needed food and groceries’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘I didn’t have money to buy a cell phone and put credit on it 
so my children could take online classes; I lacked 
resources to meet the requirements of my children’s 
school’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘We couldn’t afford the food and the things we needed, for 
transportation, and sometimes my mother couldn’t 
afford the notebooks and the books I needed’.

Child 
(Colombia)

‘We are struggling for our living because my husband is 
also suffering from a lung disease’.

Adult 
(Philippines)

‘In our house, our main problem is the leaking roof when it 
rains’.

Adult 
(Philippines)

‘[The volcano] erupts, my father’s farm was left unattended 
because it is not allowed to enter the danger zone’.

Child 
(Philippines)

‘I had emotional problems before the initiative. I was 
diagnosed with depression, so I am medicated all the 
time, but with the initiative I felt calmer, I forgot about 
my problems. The depression was because we had no 
money and my husband sold my stove and the gas tank. 
I had loans that really affected me’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘Sometimes my mother doesn’t have enough money to buy 
food, and sometimes with the little she has, she buys 
food for us to eat’.

Child 
(Colombia)

Theme 2: Experiencing CII as both 
material support and collective 
problem-solving

‘We were able to buy groceries when we received the 
investment from CII’.

Adult 
(Philippines)

‘[CII] helped me a lot because I learned to save more. 
I started using a piggy bank for my daughters’ school 
needs’.

Adult 
(Colombia)

‘With the initiative I had money to take [my daughter] to 
a private doctor and they were able to see her faster. 
I was able to buy her medicines and get all her tests 
done’.

Adult 
(Colombia)

‘It helped me improve my business, I have a second-hand 
clothing business at the flea market, I started this 
business with a sheet on the floor, and now with the 
initiative I have a stall’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘The virtual meetings were very enriching, providing an 
opportunity to learn a lot from the experiences of other 
participants’.

Adult 
(Colombia)

‘We had a lot of companionship in my team; we even 
reached the point where we saw each other almost like 
sisters and we supported each other a lot’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘It seems that, in a way, this is a social support network. It 
not only focuses on the program, but also considers 
support and communication, listening to each other’.

Child 
(Colombia)

‘The initiative taught me and encouraged me to make my 
own decisions. This was a result of the confidence that 
they gave to us’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘I spend more quality time with my children; we cook, we 
play, we sing, we watch movies, we talk, we share more 
time’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘I wasn’t very sociable, and when I started joining my mom 
during the meetings at home, my behavior began to 
change. I became more sociable, which helped me 
psychologically, no longer feeling so isolated’.

Child 
(Colombia)

(Continued)
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work’ (Philippines). Participants therefore understood CII within a context of unstable 
income, limited employment opportunities, and recurring difficulty meeting basic needs.

Children’s education, technology, and transportation created ongoing pressure

Children’s education was both a major family priority and a persistent financial pressure. 
Adults struggled to afford school expenses, technology, and internet connectivity, parti
cularly during pandemic-related shifts to online or modular schooling. One adult 
explained, ‘I didn’t have money to buy a cell phone and put credit on it so my children 
could take online classes; I lacked resources to meet the requirements of my children’s 
school’ (Mexico). Children similarly described school contributions, books, notebooks, 
and transportation as difficult to cover: ‘We don’t have enough budget to pay for the 
school contributions’ (Philippines), and ‘We couldn’t afford the food and the things we 
needed, for transportation, and sometimes my mother couldn’t afford the notebooks and 
the books I needed’ (Colombia). These accounts show that participants did not view 
education as separate from poverty. Educational participation depended on families’ 
ability to manage transportation, technology, school supplies, food, and other competing 
household expenses.

Health, housing, and environmental stressors compounded hardship

Financial hardship also intersected with health needs, housing conditions, and environ
mental disruptions. Adults and children described medical problems as difficult to 

Table 5. (Continued).
Theme Illustrative Quotation Respondent

Theme 3: Carrying forward connection 
and resilience while economic hardship 
persisted

‘We no longer have noise or quarrels in the house. We are 
now bonding and I think there is less stress’.

Child 
(Philippines)

‘We learned that if we work as a team, we can achieve little 
things, move forward and always take each other into 
account, talk and motivate each other. In my family we 
gained confidence, motivation, not losing hope’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘Now we continue to share with my friends and every 15  
days, we continue to get together to talk. For me, that 
was a blessing and lots of knowledge’.

Adult 
(Colombia)

‘I learned a lot about starting and maintaining a business, 
and to this day, my business is still operational’.

Adult 
(Colombia)

‘My mom’s business is doing well, and my sister and 
I contribute. My dad also found a job’.

Child 
(Colombia)

‘I still have financial problems, and I am worried about my 
children’s studies, who are in middle and high school. We 
need financial help because there are many expenses’.

Adult (Mexico)

‘My father needs a steady job, where he really is stable and 
can help us all’.

Child 
(Colombia)

‘The problem of my spouse being unemployed was not 
resolved by the CII’.

Adult 
(Philippines)

‘Our roof is still leaking’. Adult 
(Philippines)

‘When CII was gone, mom is stressed again’. Child 
(Philippines)

Note: CII = Community Independence Initiative. Country in parentheses reflects site of data collection (Colombia, Mexico, 
or Philippines).
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manage with limited income. One adult stated, ‘We are struggling for our living because 
my husband is also suffering from a lung disease’ (Philippines), while a child noted, ‘In 
my house we have health problems, my dad has an ear infection, and medical support 
would help us a lot’ (Mexico).

Housing needs and external shocks further compounded hardship. One adult 
explained, ‘In our house, our main problem is the leaking roof when it rains’ 
(Philippines), and a child described delayed repairs: ‘There were times when we did 
not have the money to buy all the groceries we needed, or that some projects were delayed 
fixing the house’ (Mexico). Natural disasters also disrupted livelihoods. One adult 
recalled, ‘I remember our bitter gourd plants were washed out from the typhoon with 
no return of investment’ (Philippines), while a child explained, ‘When [the volcano] 
erupts, my father’s farm was left unattended because it is not allowed to enter the danger 
zone’ (Philippines).

Stress persisted even when families valued the program

Participants’ descriptions of stress illustrated the emotional consequences of economic 
hardship. Some adults linked distress directly to debt, family conflict, and lack of money. 
One adult stated, ‘I had emotional problems before the initiative. I was diagnosed with 
depression, so I am medicated all the time, but with the initiative I felt calmer, I forgot 
about my problems. The depression was because we had no money and my husband sold 
my stove and the gas tank. I had loans that really affected me’ (Mexico). Children also 

Figure 1. Conceptual Map of families’ experience with CII.
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observed stress within the household, including after CII ended: ‘When CII was gone, 
mom is stressed again’ (Philippines).

Participants valued CII while emphasizing that family challenges were not fully 
resolved. One adult explained, ‘I still have financial problems, and I am worried about 
my children’s studies, who are in middle and high school. We need financial help because 
there are many expenses’ (Mexico). Children echoed this concern: ‘Sometimes my 
mother doesn’t have enough money to buy food, and sometimes with the little she has, 
she buys food for us to eat’ (Colombia), and ‘My father needs a steady job, where he really 
is stable and can help us all’ (Colombia).

Taken together, Theme 1 establishes the context in which participants experienced 
CII. Families entered the program while managing persistent economic strain, educa
tional expenses, health needs, housing problems, environmental disruptions, employ
ment instability, and stress. Their appreciation for cash transfers, group meetings, mutual 
support, and program continuation was shaped by this context of need. At the same time, 
persistent hardship after CII ended highlights the limits of a time-limited intervention in 
addressing ongoing poverty-related stressors.

Theme 2: experiencing CII as both material support and collective 
problem-solving

Participants described CII as valuable because it combined flexible material support with 
a peer-driven structure for shared learning, mutual aid, and collective problem-solving. 
Cash transfers helped families meet immediate needs and invest in priorities, while group 
participation created opportunities to exchange ideas, learn from other families, and feel 
supported by peers facing similar challenges. Participants therefore experienced CII not 
simply as a cash transfer program, but as a social and economic intervention in which 
material resources and group connection reinforced one another.

Flexible cash helped families meet immediate needs and invest in goals

Adults and children described the cash investment as meaningful because it could be 
used according to family needs and priorities, including food, household items, children’s 
education, transportation, medical expenses, technology, home repairs, debt repayment, 
savings, and small businesses. For some families, the investment helped cover basic 
needs. One adult explained, ‘We were able to buy groceries when we received the 
investment from CII’ (Philippines), while a child similarly stated, ‘With the initiative’s 
help, the food was enough for the whole month’ (Mexico).

Participants also emphasized education, health, and transportation. One adult noted, 
‘[CII] helped me a lot because I learned to save more. I started using a piggy bank for my 
daughters’ school needs’ (Colombia), while a child stated, ‘CII helped in buying our 
school supplies’ (Philippines). Another adult described using funds for medical care: 
‘With the initiative I had money to take [my daughter] to a private doctor and they were 
able to see her faster. I was able to buy her medicines and get all her tests done’ 
(Colombia).

Some families used the investment to build assets or reduce longer-term financial 
pressure through savings, debt repayment, home repairs, or small businesses. One adult 
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shared, ‘It helped me improve my business, I have a second-hand clothing business at the 
flea market, I started this business with a sheet on the floor, and now with the initiative 
I have a stall’ (Mexico). A child similarly observed that a parent’s investment ‘was useful 
for her because she was already doing better’ (Colombia). These accounts suggest that 
cash helped families survive scarcity and, for some, pursue future-oriented goals.

Peer-driven groups transformed support into shared learning and mutual 
aid

Participants repeatedly emphasized that CII’s value extended beyond the financial 
investment. Group meetings created opportunities to share experiences, exchange advice, 
and identify practical strategies. One adult reflected, ‘The virtual meetings were very 
enriching, providing an opportunity to learn a lot from the experiences of other parti
cipants’ (Colombia). Another described the relationships formed through the groups: ‘It 
was useful to me because I met new families. We got close to a lot of people we didn’t 
know. I really take very good experiences with me because I consider the groupmates 
friends’ (Mexico).

The group process also fostered mutual support and reciprocity. One adult explained, 
‘We had a lot of companionship in my team, we even reached the point where we saw 
each other almost like sisters and we supported each other a lot’ (Mexico). Children also 
recognized CII as a source of social support: ‘It seems that, in a way, this is a social 
support network. It not only focuses on the program, but also considers support and 
communication, listening to each other’ (Colombia). Another child stated, ‘I feel that it 
was not only the economic contribution but also the socialization. I liked that it was 
mutual support among them. It served to connect with new people, make friends’ 
(Colombia).

These accounts suggest that participants did not describe CII simply as money 
received by individual households. Rather, families learned from one another, shared 
ideas and resources, and developed trust through a broader social context of encourage
ment, accountability, and collective problem-solving.

CII supported personal growth, family relationships, and children’s well- 
being

Participants described personal and family-level benefits emerging from cash support, 
survey reflection, and group participation. Adults described learning, independence, 
resilience, and confidence. One adult stated, ‘The initiative taught me and encouraged 
me to make my own decisions. This was a result of the confidence that they gave to us’ 
(Mexico). Another described the program’s emotional importance during the pandemic: 
‘The meetings helped me a lot because I was in terrible despair seeing the situation we 
were in during the pandemic. It was a tough challenge, but the initiative truly helped me 
push through and overcome these economic and emotional problems’ (Colombia).

These benefits extended into family relationships. Adults and children described 
improved communication, stronger parent-child relationships, and more time together. 
One adult shared, ‘I spend more quality time with my children; we cook, we play, we sing, 
we watch movies, we talk, we share more time’ (Mexico). Another explained that surveys 
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encouraged family reflection: ‘Through the surveys, we gathered as a family, shared 
opinions, and this helped improve our relationship’ (Colombia). One child stated, 
‘Before, I wouldn’t share things with my mom, but afterward, I started sharing more if 
anything happened to me. I felt more support from her’ (Colombia).

Participants also linked CII to children’s education, confidence, and social develop
ment. One adult noted, ‘My child became more active in attending classes and partici
pates in school activities’ (Philippines). A child reflected, ‘I wasn’t very sociable, and 
when I started joining my mom during the meetings at home, my behavior began to 
change. I became more sociable, which helped me psychologically, no longer feeling so 
isolated’ (Colombia).

Participants valued the model while identifying ways to strengthen it

Participants’ positive accounts were often paired with recommendations for improve
ment. Adults and children described CII as helpful to families and communities. One 
adult stated, ‘CII is a big help for the community not just because of the money’ 
(Philippines), while another described the program as ‘a light, an encouragement that 
we can continue moving forward’ (Colombia).

At the same time, participants recommended that CII last longer, include more 
families, provide larger payments, and offer additional programming such as workshops 
or training. One adult said, ‘I hope we can continue CII or bring it back’ (Philippines), 
while a child stated, ‘The program should be continued with more families’ (Mexico). 
Another adult suggested adding skill-building opportunities, such as ‘entrepreneurship, 
bakery, [or] handicrafts’ training to help families start businesses (Colombia). 
Participants also identified several implementation improvements that would make CII 
easier to navigate. Adults recommended improving the process for receiving cash 
transfers, simplifying the survey process, and providing clearer communication about 
program expectations, contracts, and payment amounts. Although adults did not 
describe the meetings as too time-consuming, some children perceived CII participation 
as time-consuming for their parents. These recommendations suggest that families 
valued CII’s material and relational components, while also wanting the program to be 
clearer, easier to access, and less burdensome to complete.

Taken together, Theme 2 shows that participants experienced CII as a combined 
material and relational intervention. Cash transfers helped families meet needs, reduce 
pressure, and pursue goals, while peer-driven group processes created shared learning, 
mutual support, and connection. Participants valued CII not only because of what 
families received, but also because of how they were invited to reflect, connect, and 
solve problems with others.

Theme 3: carrying forward connection and resilience while economic hardship 
persisted

Participants’ accounts of life after CII were mixed. Adults and children described benefits 
that appeared to carry forward, including stronger family relationships, improved com
munication, resilience, continued peer connection, and, for some families, sustained 
business activity. At the same time, many emphasized that these gains existed alongside 
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unresolved economic hardship. The post-program story was therefore not one of com
plete transformation or unchanged hardship, but of families carrying forward relational 
and personal resources while still facing structural and financial pressures.

Relational and personal benefits carried forward after CII
Participants described CII as contributing to changes in family relationships, commu
nication, confidence, and emotional well-being that extended beyond the receipt of cash. 
One adult explained, ‘I spend more quality time with my children; we cook, we play, we 
sing, we watch movies, we talk, we share more time’ (Mexico). Another described how 
surveys became a point of family reflection: ‘Through the surveys, we gathered as 
a family, shared opinions, and this helped improve our relationship’ (Colombia).

Children similarly described changes in the emotional climate of the household. One 
child stated, ‘Before, I wouldn’t share things with my mom, but afterward, I started 
sharing more if anything happened to me. I felt more support from her’ (Colombia). 
Another connected improved communication with reduced conflict: ‘We no longer have 
noise or quarrels in the house. We are now bonding and I think there is less stress’ 
(Philippines).

Participants also described personal growth and resilience. One adult reflected, ‘We 
learned that if we work as a team, we can achieve little things, move forward and always 
take each other into account, talk and motivate each other. In my family we gained 
confidence, motivation, not losing hope’ (Mexico). Another linked CII to independence, 
stating, ‘The initiative taught me and encouraged me to make my own decisions’ 
(Mexico).

Some peer connections and economic strategies continued

For some participants, CII led to sustained peer relationships and ongoing economic 
activity. One adult explained, ‘Now we continue to share with my friends and every 15  
days, we continue to get together to talk. For me, that was a blessing and lots of knowledge’ 
(Colombia). This suggests that, for some families, peer-driven groups generated continu
ing companionship, advice, and social support beyond formal program activities.

Participants also described continued business or livelihood activity as one durable 
economic benefit. One adult stated, ‘I learned a lot about starting and maintaining 
a business, and to this day, my business is still operational’ (Colombia). A child similarly 
observed, ‘My mom’s business is doing well, and my sister and I contribute. My dad also 
found a job’ Colombia). Although these examples were not universal, they suggest that 
some families carried forward strategies developed during CII, particularly when cash 
support was paired with learning, planning, and encouragement from others. Still, 
relatively few participants described sustained businesses or continued group meetings. 
Durable economic change therefore appeared uneven, while relational and personal 
benefits were more consistently described.

Persistent financial and family strain limited what could change

Despite enduring benefits, participants were clear that many family problems remained 
unresolved after CII ended. Adults and children continued to describe financial strain, 
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unstable employment, housing problems, educational costs, health needs, and stress. One 
adult stated, ‘I still have financial problems, and I am worried about my children’s 
studies, who are in middle and high school. We need financial help because there are 
many expenses’ (Mexico). A child similarly described ongoing scarcity: ‘Sometimes my 
mother doesn’t have enough money to buy food, and sometimes with the little she has, 
she buys food for us to eat’ (Colombia).

Participants also described unresolved employment and housing concerns. One adult 
explained, ‘The problem of my spouse being unemployed was not resolved by the CII’ 
(Philippines), while a child stated, ‘My father needs a steady job, where he really is stable 
and can help us all’ (Colombia). Housing needs also persisted. One adult noted, ‘Our roof 
is still leaking’ (Philippines). Similarly, a child noted, ‘At home, the retaining wall is 
falling down’ (Colombia).

Stress also persisted, especially in children’s accounts. One child summarized the 
return of economic pressure after the program ended: ‘When CII was gone, mom is 
stressed again’ (Philippines). This captures a central tension: although CII reduced 
pressure and supported family coping, many families remained exposed to the same 
economic constraints that shaped their lives before participation. The post-program 
story was one of partial durability, not full resolution.

Taken together, Theme 3 shows that participants carried forward important benefits 
from CII, especially family communication, confidence, resilience, and peer connection. 
These benefits helped families cope, plan, and feel less isolated. At the same time, 
persistent poverty, employment instability, housing needs, and educational expenses 
continued to constrain what families could sustain after the program ended.

This mixed pattern deepens the interpretation of CII’s impact. Participants described 
CII neither as a complete solution to poverty nor as inconsequential. Rather, they 
described it as a meaningful source of material relief and relational support that helped 
families build confidence, connection, and strategies for navigating hardship. Continued 
peer relationships and businesses suggest the model’s potential durability, while ongoing 
financial strain highlights the limits of a time-limited intervention in the face of structural 
economic need.

Discussion

Our study examined 337 families who completed a post-participation survey following 
Children International’s pilot Community Independence Initiative (CII), including 
a subgroup of 25 families (n = 51individuals) who participated in focus groups. In this 
primarily qualitative study, the quantitative component serves to complement and 
strengthen our focus group analysis in two ways. First, quantitative survey data provided 
descriptive context regarding participants’ post-intervention circumstances across var
ious life domains such as financial well-being, health, and family functioning. Second, 
quantitative comparisons between survey-only versus focus group participants allowed 
us to assess whether the subgroup of families represented in focus groups differed 
systematically from the broader pool of CII participants who completed the post- 
intervention survey. This analytic strategy helped us evaluate the extent to which the 
lived experiences and themes identified in focus groups were likely to reflect broader 
patterns within the pilot sample rather than the perspectives of highly distinct 
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subgroup(s). Using this approach, we found that the household composition and char
acteristics of focus group families were representative of the broader sample in terms of 
satisfaction across life domains, family functioning, and financial indicators.

Focus groups with 25 adults and 26 children in Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines 
explored participants’ experiences with CII. Three themes emerged that together tell an 
experiential story of the program: families entered CII amid persistent family and 
economic strain; experienced CII as both material support and collective problem- 
solving; and carried forward connection and resilience while economic hardship per
sisted. These themes suggest that participants did not experience CII solely as a cash 
transfer program, but as a combined economic and social intervention that provided 
flexible resources while also fostering mutual support, shared learning, and strengthened 
relationships.

The findings show that CII entered families’ lives in the context of persistent hardship, 
including financial strain, employment instability, educational expenses, health needs, 
housing problems, environmental disruptions, and stress. Within this context, partici
pants valued CII because it combined flexible material support with peer-driven oppor
tunities for connection, advice sharing, and mutual aid. Although families described 
meaningful benefits – including improved family communication, resilience, social 
support, and, for some, sustained peer relationships or business activity – many con
tinued to face economic hardship after the program ended.

The use of focus groups strengthened our ability to interpret these findings because 
the group format generated discussion about the collective aspects of CII. Participants 
did not describe CII solely as an individual cash transfer program; rather, they repeatedly 
discussed the value of meeting with others, exchanging advice, listening to peers, and 
developing a sense of community. The interaction among participants during focus 
groups helped surface these relational dimensions and clarified why mutuality and social 
support emerged as central benefits of the program. In this way, the method was aligned 
with the intervention’s peer-driven model and contributed directly to the identification 
of interpersonal and collective themes.

Consistent with prior research, families described poverty’s toll on food security, 
healthcare, education (Hussain & Schech, 2021; McDonough et al., 2005), as well as 
housing and stress. Participants’ accounts suggested that CII was experienced as bene
ficial across interpersonal, personal development, and financial domains, reinforcing 
earlier findings on the positive impacts of cash transfers across poverty, education, 
health, savings, employment, and empowerment (Bastagli et al., 2018).

This study contributes to limited literature on the sustainability of change post-cash 
transfer. While financial strain persisted, participants continued to value CII’s mutuality 
and support structure. As Baird et al. (2014) observed, follow-up studies remain rare; our 
findings highlight both lasting interpersonal benefits and ongoing material challenges.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting these findings. The quanti
tative analyses were exploratory and descriptive; we did not assess causality between 
demographic or household characteristics and post-CII outcomes (e.g. finances or 
satisfaction), nor did we seek to explain between-group differences. Rather, the goal 
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was to evaluate statistical significance across participation status groups (‘focus group’ vs. 
‘survey only’).

Response bias may have influenced the findings in several ways. Because data were 
collected through focus groups, some participants may have felt social pressure to align 
their comments with others in the group, emphasize widely shared experiences, or avoid 
expressing criticism of CII in front of peers. As a result, the findings may overrepresent 
points of consensus, such as appreciation for the program, mutual support, and perceived 
community benefits, while underrepresenting dissenting views, negative experiences, or 
more individualized concerns. This possibility is especially relevant given that several 
major findings centered on interpersonal connection, group participation, and mutuality. 
Therefore, these themes should be interpreted as participants’ collectively expressed 
accounts of CII rather than as exhaustive representations of every family’s private 
experience. To mitigate this concern, facilitators invited both positive and critical feed
back, and the analysis included attention to disconfirming evidence and variation across 
adult and child participant accounts.

Focus group discussions were conducted in participants’ native languages Spanish, 
Tagalog, or Bicol, and translated into English for analysis. Although this approach 
allowed participants to speak in the language most comfortable to them, some nuances 
of original phrasing, meaning, or cultural context may have been altered or lost during 
translation. In addition, group dynamics, including the presence of more dominant 
voices, may have shaped which experiences were emphasized during discussions.

Although the findings are not intended to be statistically generalizable, they may be 
transferable to other family-centered, peer-driven, or cash transfer initiatives that operate 
in low-resource communities and seek to strengthen both economic stability and social 
support. To support readers’ assessment of transferability, we described the intervention 
context, participant characteristics, countries of implementation, data collection proce
dures, and major themes in detail.

Recommendations

Drawing on the finding that families experienced CII as both material support and peer- 
driven collective problem-solving, we offer the following recommendations for programs 
integrating cash transfers with mutual aid:

(1) Foster Peer-Driven Change. Group formation is central to this model. Programs 
should create platforms for participants to exchange ideas and experiences. Peer 
support and mutual aid can drive sustainable change when families collectively 
address shared challenges (Miller, 2017).

(2) Strengthen Family Agency, Resilience, and Relational Supports. Beyond foster
ing community bonds, programs should support family problem-solving, com
munication, resilience, and confidence. As cash transfers are time-limited by 
design, long-term impact depends on families’ ability to manage future challenges 
independently.

(3) Expand Program Scope and Duration. Where feasible, programs should extend 
both the length and amount of investment. Participants often call for added 
support, such as financial literacy, empowerment tools, and community 
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resources – critical components for lasting change (Alcázar et al., 2016; Yoshino 
et al., 2023).

(4) Enhance Clarity and Delivery. Clear communication about program goals and 
expectations is vital for participant engagement. Cash transfers should be deliv
ered through discreet, user-friendly mechanisms, with sensitivity to local context 
(Adato et al., 2011; Banda et al., 2019). Data collection tools, such as digital 
surveys, should be simple and accessible to avoid burdening families.

Recommendations for future research

This study points to several important directions for future research. First, studies 
should broaden sample size and diversity by exploring varied demographics, geo
graphies, and subgroups relevant to family-centered, peer-driven change. Second, 
longitudinal research is needed to capture long-term outcomes and trends related to 
CII. Future studies should also examine how material and relational components of 
peer-driven cash transfer models interact over time, including whether group-based 
mutual aid strengthens the durability of benefits after cash transfers end. Third, 
cross-contextual comparisons could illuminate both unique influences and shared 
patterns across different settings. Fourth, subgroup analyses, such as by age, gender, 
or socioeconomic status, may reveal deeper insights into participant experiences. 
Fifth, while this study was descriptive, future work could apply experimental 
designs or advanced statistical methods to examine potential causal relationships. 
Finally, replication studies in new contexts are essential to validate findings and 
assess broader applicability. Together, these avenues would enhance the evidence 
base for family-centered peer-driven models and support the refinement and scaling 
of interventions like CII.

Conclusion

Children International is a child and family development organization that works across 
10 countries in the Americas, Asia, and Africa to fight global poverty by equipping 
individuals with the mindset, skills, and tools necessary to achieve their goals, secure 
sustainable employment, and positively impact their communities (2024). The CII uses 
a family-centered, peer-driven change model for improving child and family well-being 
(Miller, 2017). CII offers no services or advice to families. Instead, it provides a structure 
within which families set their own goals, strengthen social networks that support their 
progress, and receive flexible cash investments. Families are treated as paid consultants, 
sharing monthly data about income, employment, education, quality of living, and more 
in the form of a monthly journal.

From this collaboration, we learned that families experienced CII as meaningful 
because it combined flexible material support with a structure for peer connection, 
reflection, and mutual aid. Participants’ accounts suggest that CII helped families meet 
immediate needs, strengthen family communication, build confidence and resilience, 
and develop social connections with other families. At the same time, continued financial 
hardship after the program ended underscores the limits of time-limited cash transfer 
interventions in the context of persistent structural poverty.
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Following an initial two-year pilot in Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines (Root 
Change, 2021), CI sought to better understand the context within which CII operated and 
how families experienced the program. We used focus groups to understand how families 
made meaning of CII before, during, and after participation, and to identify how cash 
transfers and peer-driven mutual aid operated together in participants’ lives. We recom
mend that anti-poverty initiatives consider the lessons learned from this research- 
practice collaboration, particularly the value of integrating flexible material support 
with opportunities for peer connection, shared learning, and collective problem- 
solving. Increased recognition of the collective and social aspects of cash transfer 
programs may strengthen efforts to reduce poverty and support the growth of human 
capital.

Notes

1. Throughout the paper, income and spending amounts are reported in U.S. dollars.
2. To rate their level of satisfaction within specific family life or household domains, heads 

of participating households responded to the following questions: ‘How satisfied are you 
with your family’s income?’ (satisfaction with income); ‘How satisfied are you with your 
family’s (monetary) savings?’ (satisfaction with savings); ‘How satisfied are you with your 
family’s (monetary) debt levels?’ (satisfaction with debt); ‘How satisfied are you with 
your family’s housing situation?’ (satisfaction with housing); ‘How would you rate the 
general health of your family?’ (family health); ‘How would you rate the CII program’s 
impact on your family?’ (CII program impact). All of these Likert-type items were rated 
on a scale of 1 to 10.
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