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Background 

In contexts where Sida works, large- scale shocks are 

becoming more numerous, frequent and protracted. Fragile, 

conflict and crises affected countries with increasing 

humanitarian needs also have the lowest social safety net 

coverage. These shocks are key drivers of multidimensional 

poverty and the poorest of the poor are most affected: their 

livelihoods are often dependent on sectors vulnerable to 

climate change which limits their capacity to adapt and they 

often reside in disaster-prone areas. Some examples of large 

scale (covariate) shocks include droughts, floods, conflict 

and pandemics. When they occur, governments, 

humanitarian-, peace- and development partners must work 

together to address them, and social protection programs fill 

a key role in both the crises prevention and response.  

There is substantial evidence that social protection 

improves resilience for people in all contextsi. However, 

based on experiences from recent shocks and especially in 

fragile contexts, social protection programs have often left 

gaps and have been slow to react. Therefore, Sida prioritises 

the strengthening of social protection in fragile contexts and 

cooperation with other actors working within the nexus. For 

this end, adaptive and shock responsive social protection 

are increasingly used as tools to strengthen resilience. 

The purpose of social protection systems is to mitigate 

shocks affecting individual households through negative 

life-cycle events such as loss of jobs, illness or death. To 

meet the needs in covariate shocks affecting many 

households simultaneously, social protection is often 

designed to include scalability which is called shock-

responsive (SRSP) or adaptive social protection (ASP). 

ASP takes an integrated approach, building understanding 

around how collaboration between actors from social 

protection, climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction 

can provide longer-term solutions to address the underlying 

causes of vulnerability and help people prepare for the 

impacts of climate change. SRSP is part of this approach, 

but focuses more specifically on how elements of social 

protection (tools, mechanisms, approaches) can be 

mobilised and rapidly expanded in the instance of a shock 

or a crisisii. 

Scalability and Targeting 

Social protection delivered before, during and after a shock 

needs to be agile and inclusive in order to meet the sudden 

change of needs of beneficiaries. For example, the ability to 

expand programs ‘vertically’ by providing more assistance 

to existing beneficiaries that have been affected by a shock, 

and the ability to expand ‘horizontally’ by temporarily 

including additional households in a programmeiii.  

A key lesson from the COVID-19 pandemic is that only 

countries with universal systems or reach were able to 

tackle the crises. However, in many low-income settings 

large budget constraints remain.  Here, the government may 

need to design programmes able to both target the 

chronically poor individuals, and specifically those that are 

likely to suffer transitory poverty as a result of a shock. 

There are inherent differences in addressing and targeting 

persistent versus transient deprivations, and different 

targeting methods have unique challenges and advantages. 

A key conclusion, however, is to analyse the probability 

that households become poor or food insecure when facing 

a shock and the impact of a shock on consumption and 

wellbeingiv. But recommendations on targeting cannot be 

general as they need to be based on country-specific 

evidence, and universal social protection can be 

progressively achieved.  

 

Data and Information 

Data and information on household vulnerability to shocks 

is crucial for building effective and flexible systems, 

enabling evidence-informed decision making and 

management. Such data includes; population groups 

exposed and their vulnerability, kind of hazards likely to 

occur, frequency of cyclical shock, geographical regions 

most likely to be hit, etc. Weather data is often used as 

objective measures of shocks, and early warning systems 

can play a critical role in providing and monitoring 

information for response and triggering early action and 

fundingv. Integrated and digital social protection 

information systems provide information on program 

implementation and are essential for policy decisions, 



 

 

estimating the effect of shocks on households, and 

providing information on social protection beneficiaries 

(and non-beneficiaries). These systems can further support; 

outreach, intake, registration and enable coordination 

between social protection and other sectors. 

However, digital information systems are not better than the 

quality of the data inserted. Therefore, it is vital to assess 

completeness, relevance, currency, accessibility and 

accuracy of the data. Further, the right to privacy is a human 

right and the digitisation of information and integration 

across multiple sources can expose data subjects to multiple 

risks. Hence, data in relation to beneficiaries must be 

handled with a high level of integrity.  

 

Payment Modalities and Financing Strategies 

E-payments are emerging as a preferred option to deliver 

humanitarian assistance, ASP and SRSP as they have the 

advantages of speed and flexibility even in challenging 

environmentsvi. They are also found to be more cost-

efficientvii and can enhance financial inclusionviii. However, 

context analyses are needed as the most vulnerable might 

not have access to mobile phones, bank accounts, etc. 

Financing of social protection as a whole has so far been 

highly insufficient. Therefore, ASP and SRSP will benefit 

from increased fiscal space. Still, governments also need to 

prepare comprehensive and complementing financing 

instruments to cover expected costs, which can include 

disaster risk financing strategies with appropriate risk 

financing instruments prepositioned and linked to 

responsive social protection programsix. A small but 
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growing literature also looks at how funding through 

various climate finance mechanisms can be used to finance 

social protectionx. Disaster risk financing implies moving 

away from seeing disasters as unpredictable humanitarian 

crises to predictable events that can be planned for and 

managed to minimize their impact, and there is strong 

evidence that the cost of social protection is lower if the 

costs are sustained before rather than after the shockxi.  

 

Partnerships: Social Protection-Humanitarian 

Assistance 

As national SRSP typically focus on rapid expansion of 

systems to respond swiftly, it is key to use humanitarian 

responses to prepare for and temporarily complement 

existing systems with emergency cash, if there are unmet 

humanitarian needsxii. Humanitarian actors often use part of 

a national system (such as beneficiary lists, databases and 

payment mechanisms) to deliver assistance, which 

improves timeliness and reduces costs. HUM actors may 

also develop separate but closely aligned multi-purpose 

cash programs to ensure that groups who are excluded from 

national social protection still receive support.  

Improved coordination should be built within and between 

social protection and HUM, to improve knowledge, reduced 

duplication of efforts, and reduce costs. A key lesson is that 

for coordination to be effective during a crisis, 

relationships, structures and frameworks need to be 

established well before the shock. For this purpose, 

OECD/DAC has developed specific recommendations for 

actors to better coordinate across the nexusxiii. 
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