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Social protection is a human right as well as an 

effective tool for poverty reduction. It has an 

essential role to reach people living in extreme 

poverty and vulnerability, to increase resilience to 

shocks and to break the cycle of poverty from 

continuing across generations.i It is also an 

enabler that facilitates achieving other human 

rights such as education and health.ii    

The right to social protection is enshrined in several UN 

conventionsiii and is also highlighted in the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development with three specific targets i.e. 

1,5 and 10.  

Sida adheres to the following definition: “Social protection 

is a set of policies and programmes aimed at preventing and 

protecting all people against poverty, vulnerability and 

social exclusion, throughout their life cycle placing a 

particular emphasis on vulnerable groups” - SPIAC-B, Social 

Protection Interagency Cooperation Board 

Social protection measures include for example social 

assistance, social insurance, unemployment insurance, 

child and family benefits, employment-, sickness- and 

disability benefits, health protection, old-age benefits or 

parental leave.  

Over half of the world’s population lack access to social 

protection. In low income countries 82 per cent of the 

population lack access to social safety nets, and 98 per cent 

lack access to any type of social insurance.iv  

To continue expanding social protection in low-income 

countries with long-term sustainable financing, a variety of 

non-contributory and contributory social protection 

measures will most likely be needed.  

KEY PRIORITIES FOR SOCIAL PROTECTION  

To reach people living in extreme poverty, Sida prioritize 

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.  

Comprehensive social protection systems, or social 

protection floors, show strong effects for reducing poverty 

as well as for reducing inequalities in societies. Such 

systems will not develop quickly. The scale of financing 

required implies that a gradual approach is needed to 

achieve universal social protection for all.v  

1. Human rights as the starting point 

Sida support to social protection takes human rights as 

a starting point and integrates the rights perspective.vi 

Social protection is a set of permanent entitlements that 

defines individuals as rights-holders, guaranteeing them 

access to information and grievance mechanisms where 

they can claim their rights. Every individual has the right to 

social protectionvii and such accountability is necessary for 

the provision of universal social protection. Many 

countries start with more limited social protection projects 

focused on vulnerable groups, acknowledging the different 

needs of different groups who are discriminated in society.  

Social protection systems need to have a long term 

approach and provision of benefits needs to be predictable. 

Adequate participation of beneficiaries needs to be 

ensured by social partners and people living in poverty in 

the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of 

social protection. Civil society actors also have an 

important role in supporting accountability in social 

protection.  

2. National Ownership 

The role of national governments is essential for 

developing social protection systems. Sida prioritizes 

dialogue with representatives in partner countries on 

the development of social protection systems, which 

always need to be adapted to the specific context. Sida also 

prioritizes support to institutional development in order 

to strengthen the capacity of domestic actors to lead the 

development of their countries social protection systems.viii  

3. Sustainable Financing  

Sida recognizes social protection as an investment and 

prioritises dialogue about long-term sustainable 

financing. Multiple sources of financing will be needed to 



 

 

support expansion of social protection in the short- to 

medium term. External financing to expand social 

protection should be undertaken with the aim to build 

national ownership and avoid fragmentation.  

4. Comprehensive Social Protection 

Social protection reduce multidimensional poverty and 

multidimensional inequalities.ix Sida prioritizes support 

to develop comprehensive social protection systems with 

linkages to social services and livelihood interventions. 

Sida supports development of comprehensive systems, 

sometimes called “cash plus”, that strengthen the linkages 

between social protection and interventions in other sectors 

such as social services.   

Linkages between social protection education and health 

interventions are included in many countries. For example 

nutrition-sensitive social protection directed to the first 

1000 days of a child is important to decrease stunting of 

children and for long-term cognitive development.  

Different forms of income-generation or livelihoods 

enhancement interventions, often called  “graduation 

approaches” can be linked to social protection with the aim 

of finding pathways out of poverty. The decent work 

agenda is also closely linked to social protection for 

example through labour legislation that ensures rights to 

maternity leave, sickness leave and employment injury 

benefits.  

Gender-integration in design, implementation and 

follow-up of social protection interventions is fundamental 
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in order to enhance positive effects and to decrease the risk 

of negative effects. Children are twice as likely as adults to 

be living in extreme poverty and often face multi-

dimensional deprivation. People with disabilities merit 

particular attention. Migrants often falls completely 

outside of social protection systems which are usually 

directed to national citizens. Informal workers are often 

particularly vulnerable since they are placed outside of 

social protection programmes. People who are lesbian, gay, 

bi-sexual, transgender or queer, often face social exclusion 

and discrimination. At the end of the life-cycle, old age 

means that the ability to gain income decreases.  

Conditionality has mixed effects for poverty reduction and 

high administrative costs combined with risks of errors.x  

Public Works is a conditionality where cash transfers are 

provided in exchange for work on community-identified 

projects.  

Digitalisation of payments and registries provides an 

opportunity for increased transparency in payment systems, 

administrative efficiency and for economic inclusion if 

linking beneficiaries to bank accounts. Sida follows the 

principles for digitalisation that also provides guidance for 

approaches in digitalisation of social protection.xi  

5. Adaptive Social Protection 

Sida prioritizes support to develop adaptive social 

protection systems that can support people when they face 

sudden large-scale shocks or crisis.  
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