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Social protection is a human right as well as an effective tool for poverty reduction. 
It is essential for reaching people living in extreme poverty and vulnerability, for 
increasing resilience to shocks and breaking the cycle of poverty from continuing 
across generations.1 It is also an enabler that facilitates achieving other human 
rights.2 Sida’s support to social protection amounted to approximately SEK 700 
million during 2020, approximately 3 percent of Sida’s development cooperation. 
This corresponds to an increase of almost 100 percent since 2016, which 
emphasizes the increasing recognition of social protection in international 
development cooperation. 

1 ODI (2016), Understanding the Impact of cash transfers: the evidence
2 Government of Sweden (2017), Policy Framework for Swedish Development  

Cooperation and Humanitarian Assistance. Government Communication 2016/17:60

THE GLOBAL GOALS
The Global Goals for Sustainable Development include everyone - and we can all contribute. The goals are interdependent and therefore indivisible. 
Sida’s main contribution is to implement development cooperation, thereby reducing poverty and saving lives. Together we can build a better future 
where no one is left behind.

Social Protection
Comprehensive systems 

for multidimensional poverty reduction

MAIN AREAS OF SUPPORT
Social protection systems are important to reach people 
 living in extreme poverty and the focus of Sida is to prior-
itize those furthest behind first, while the long-term vision 
is to support establishment of social protection systems 
with universal coverage that can meet vulnerabilities 
throughout the life-cycle. Social protection is a specific 
target in three of the sustainable development goals;  
1 End Poverty; 5 Gender Equality and 10 Inequality.

Sida’s support is focused on development of social 
protection systems with institutional development and 
national ownership as core features in all interventions. 
Comprehensive systems with linkages to other aspects 
of poverty such as health, undernutrition, education and 
livelihoods is prioritized to support the multidimensional 
outcomes of social protection. Sida prioritizes strategic 
support that can be catalytical to strengthen linkages 
between social protection and other dimensions of poverty, 
for example with focus on nutrition-sensitive social pro-
tection directed to address stunting of children and cash 
transfers that promote girls participation in secondary 
school. All programmes integrate the rights perspective 
and the gender perspective. 

Evidence from research shows that social cash trans-
fers have proven strong effects for increasing children’s 
enrolment in schools, increasing utilization of and per 
capita spending on health services, for decreasing child 
labour, for improving food security of beneficiaries and for 
increasing access to decent working and living conditions. 
Social protection also increases productivity and employ-
ability. Sida supports evidence generation with large-scale 
impact evaluations tied to most social protection interven-
tions for follow-up during implementation. Specific support 
to research on social protection is also prioritized through 
support to the Transfer project which supports evidence 
based dialogue in partner countries and with international 
counterparts. 

A large share of Sida’s partner countries are fragile 
contexts affected by reoccurring crisis or ongoing 
protracted humanitarian crises. This requires coordination 
and dialogue to utilise synergies between social protection 
and humanitarian aid to find long-term durable solutions. 
So called adaptive social protection is therefore also a 
priority in several partner countries with the aim to develop 
systems that can adapt to support people when they face 
sudden humanitarian or climate related shocks or crisis.
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DEVELOPMENT IN THE WORLD 
Currently 82 percent of people in low-income countries 
lack access to any social protection, meaning that sig-
nificant efforts are needed to realize the right to social 
protection. The need to expand social protection coverage 
was emphasized by the COVID-19 crisis during 2020 which 
brought severe effects for people already living in poverty 
and caused new groups to fall into poverty. The economic 
effects of the pandemic are estimated to have pushed an 
additional 120 million people into poverty during 2020.

Globally, over 3000 new social protection measures 
were initiated to meet the economic effects of COVID-19. 
However, the new investments were highly inequal with an 
average of 4 USD per capita spent in low-income countries 
while high-income countries spent an average of 695 USD 
per capita on social protection responses to the crisis. 

Digital and innovative approaches for outreach, registra-
tion and payments, alongside data sharing across multiple 
databases proved effective for swift expansion of temporary 
large-scale COVID-19 measures. This may be one of the 
lasting legacies of the crisis that can be harnessed to real-
ise social protection extension in the future.

The crisis raised support for the principle of universal 
social protection that had already gained momentum in 
recent years. The shortcomings of limited safety nets, of 
reacting ex-post to a crisis and having pronounced cover-
age gaps, especially as regards the “forgotten majority” not 
covered by either social assistance or social insurance have 
all been revealed by the crisis. However, universal coverage 
will not be reached in the short term and countries face 
difficult trade -offs in having to decide how to proceed in 
progressively extending social protection, both in terms of 
groups covered, adequacy of benefits regarding levels, peri-
odicity, duration and the comprehensiveness of protection.  

SWEDISH SUPPORT
Sida’s support to social protection is mainly directed to 
large-scale bilateral interventions. The main part of the 
interventions are implemented by multilateral organisa-
tions, with UNICEF, WFP and the World Bank as the main 
cooperation partners. Bilateral support was directed to 
13 countries, of which 11 were in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Strategic global support was directed for capacity develop-
ment interventions and for civil society advocacy on social 
protection. 

During 2020, support to social protection increased to 
meet the economic effects of COVID-19. Several countries 
increased support, most notably Mozambique and Ethiopia. 
Other countries made adjustments to ongoing projects to 
strengthen response to the crisis.

Development of social protection systems requires a 
long-term perspective and Sida aims to support strate-
gic interventions that can contribute to develop systems. 
In Burkina Faso and Uganda extensive pilot projects are 
combined with evidence generation to generate evidence 
on how social protection can decrease undernutrition of 
children. In Somalia, Ethiopia and Sudan the linkage to 
humanitarian aid and resilience is strengthened.

Results
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FIGURE 1: DISBURSEMENT WITHIN SOCIAL PROTECTION  
2016-2020 (MILLION SEK)

FIGURE 2: GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OF DISBURSEMENT  
IN 2020 (%)
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