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SOCIAL PROTECTION FOR INCLUSIVE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Social Protection is a human right as well as an 

effective tool for poverty reduction, and refers to a set 

of policies and programmes aimed at preventing and 

protecting all people against poverty, vulnerability 

and social exclusion, throughout their life cycle.  

In its optimal form social protection provides 

protection and safety nets from crises, poverty and 

misfortunes that people might encounter on temporary 

or more permanent basis. It also provides protection 

from work related situations such as support in 

situations of unemployment, sickness, injuries or 

pregnancies among other things.  

Comprehensive social protection can also create 

conditions that enable people to  be employed or 

pursue opportunities for economic activities that 

increase their income. For example, child care could 

be an important factor enabling parents, but in many 

cases particularly women, to participate in the labour 

force, as it reduces the twin burden of work and 

unpaid, responsibility for home and family. It could 

also allow adolescent mothers to remain in school and 

continue education that improve likelihood of being 

“employable” in a formal labour market.  

In relation to the COVID-19 pandemic, discussions on 

social protection have largely focused on access to 

short-term crisis measures such as access to bridging 

cash support and other types of support to protect the 

most vulnerable, but it has also made clear the need to 

build forward better and fairer systems and leaving no 

one behind.  

 

From a point of view of the Strategy for Sweden’s 

global development cooperation in sustainable 

economic development 2018-2022, the main focus on 

social protection is on its role as enabler of inclusive 

economic development and how it promotes 

sustainable solutions for people to lift themselves out 

of poverty.  

On a global scale,  over half of the world’s population, 

estimated at 4.1 billion, lack access to social 

protection. As many as 69.4% of the working-age 

population have only partial or no access to social 

protection at all, for example in terms of childcare, 

health insurance coverage, pension rights or social 

security. In low income countries 86% of the 

population lack access to any social protection 

benefit.i 

Social protection systems should be seen as part of a 

comprehensive social policy including access to 

health, education, daycare centers and pre-schools, 

housing, food, clothing and clean water including for 

people in vulnerable situations,. This type of holistic 

social policy with a focus on social security systems, 

is crucial for poverty reduction and economic 

development. Currently, there are significant gaps in 

the content coverage of social protection systems, as 

well as access and the adequacy of the systems.  

The first issue to assure sustainability is obvious. 

Given that a vast majority of the world’s population 

currently not covered by social protection resides in 

developing countries, a key aspect is how much it 

would cost to ensure social protection systems with 

universal coverage and how the funds could be 

generated. To ensure long term sustainability it is 

likely that the funding in the long run it would need to 

be based on domestic resources. There are clear 

connections between the need for strengthening of the 

“social contract” and solidarity required to frame an 

effective system of domestic resource mobilisation  

and its ability to deliver on development and the 



 

 

gradual build-up of universal systems for social 

protection. Still, it cannot be at the expense of other 

social expenditures necessary to address issues of 

widespread informality and poverty such as health and 

education which are also in a dire need of significant 

increases in investments. Any strategy of building 

back better needs to start with the need to invest (and 

reinvest) in people and promote countries’ own ability 

to generate domestic resources to  deliver on the 

commonly agreed priorities and development.    

The second issues relates to exclusion. The informal 

economy is estimated to cover more than 2 billion 

people at a global scale and up to as much as eight out 

of ten workers in developing countries. The majority 

are working poor and in particular women are 

vulnerable. In most cases workers in the informal 

economy are excluded both from social safety nets and 

work related social protection. Simplified, it is 

difficult to prove eligibility for support in terms of 

insufficient income when you have a job but at the 

same time you have no access to work related support 

because you do not have a formal job. A majority of 

people are therefore caught in between.  Even if 

certain types of support exists they are not accessible. 

Many people cannot afford to go to seek medical 

attention even if provided for free because they cannot 

afford to abstain a day’s or part of a day’s income. The 

income could also be highly variable and require long 

working hours. Even if e.g. child care is available it is 

seldom adapted to the working hours of the informal, 

adding to the hardship of in particular women in the 

informal economy who in addition tend to earn the 

lowest incomes and face higher degree of 

vulnerability.  

Although, there was an increased focus on informal 

workers during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

outcomes are in many cases still discouraging. By 

mid-2021 the typical informal economy worker was 

only earning 64% of their pre-Covid earnings, and 

40% of domestic workers, street vendors and waste 

pickers were still earning less than 75% of their pre-

Covid earningsii. Home-based workers were among 

the hardest hit, and their earnings were only 2% of pre-

pandemic levels. Hunger and securing food has been 

a problem for many informal urban workers and their 

families. However, studies report that still many of the 

informal workers have been left out and also excluded 

from recovery support or recovery plans. To 

exacerbate the problem further there is a lack of 

consensus of what the informal economy is as well as 

whether underdevelopment is caused by informality 

and not a consequence of underdevelopment. Workers 

in the informal economy are also frequently harassed 

by public officials rather than supported in many 

developing countries. There are clear risks of 

processes building back more or less the same and still 

leaving a majority behind. Integrating the informal 

economy in the framework of social protection needs 

to be an essential step towards formalisation. 

The third issue is participation, collaboration and 

support at global level. In many cases systems have 

been established to cater for support to certain groups, 

certain areas and in some cases support is only 

accessible to those who can fund it out of own pocket 

and provided by private actors. There might be a 

number of ad hoc solutions that will make a trajectory 

towards a more universal system of social protection 

very difficult, slow and where there is no size that will 

fit all. As made obvious from the COVID-19 

pandemic there is an urgent need to significantly 

increase societies’ ability to support resilience against 

crises, but also to empower its citizens to become 

resilient. Providing opportunities at global level to 

participate in knowledge sharing, collaboration with 

countries with similar problems or with countries that 

have experience from having overcome problems,  

and to get coordinated support from the global 

community for the countries struggling in terms of 

building universal systems for social protection and 

sustainable financing of the system and other 

necessary social expenditure, is key. This is likely to 

provide a stepping stone to support countries in the 

long term endeavor towards universal system of social 



 

 

protection, if provided on equal footing and for the 

benefit of these countries. 

To sum up, the development of systems for social 

protection aiming for universal systems is a crucial 

factor in creating social and economic resilience to 

financial crises such as the current pandemic. 

However, social protection systems are only partly 

linked to providing protection to people in crisis 

situations, and have an equally as important role in 

contributing to protection and support throughout the 

life cycle from childhood to old age. It provides 

support to strengthen human capital and inclusive 

growth through e.g. health, education and labour 

related support. In that sense its primary role is to 

assist and prevent people from falling into situations 

of crises and making sure that when and if crises hits 

a minimum of people will need assistance. The 

expansion of social security systems is part of state-

building, common welfare and the strengthening of 

the social contract. It links directly to a country’s 

ability to assure sustainable financing of its own 

development and meeting the SDGs through 

expansion of domestic resource mobilisation. As 

social protection affects virtually all, it also provides 

incentives to pay taxes to get and to improve the 

services provided.  

 

 

 

 

i ILO World Social Protection Report 2020-2022 

Poverty and informality in many ways rest on serious 

under-investments in people,  lack of education and 

skills providing serious obstacles to peoples’ access to 

formal jobs and prevents job creation and market 

development. Therefore, it is important to apply a 

broader multi-dimensional approach to development 

and better understand the dynamics which keep 

poverty, informality and underdevelopment prevalent, 

how they are interrelated and the need for more 

holistic solutions. Universal social protection is an 

essential part of this process. The needs are also 

urgent, coordinated and effective global support to 

assist countries to build universal systems of social 

protection will be important.  Unless the process 

involves steps to value common welfare, prosperity 

and solidarity, it is difficult to see a recovery that is 

better, fairer, greener and leaves no one behind.     
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