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Social protection is a human right and 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.1 It is also an enabler that facilitates the realisation of other 
human rights such as health, education, livelihoods, employment and gender.2 Sida’s support 
to social protection amounted to approximately SEK 800 million during 2021, which is approx-
imately 3 percent of Sida’s development cooperation. Support for social protection almost 
doubled between 2018 and 2021. The increase was strongest in 2020, but the trend has contin-
ued also in 2021, which verifies the expanded recognition of social protection in international 
development cooperation and increased priority in Sida’s global and bilateral work. 

1 Bastagli et al. (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, such as child- and maternity 
benefits or old age pensions, are important to reach people 
living in extreme poverty. Sida’s vision is to support the 
establishment of social protection systems with univer-
sal coverage that can meet vulnerabilities throughout the 
lifecycle. This is an ambitious goal and Sida is supporting 
countries with the objective to expand social protection 
progressively and actors focusing on non-discrimination 
and leaving no-one behind.

Social protection is a specific target in three of the 
sustainable development goals; 1 End Poverty; 5 Gender 
Equality and 10 Inequality. Also, there is evidence that cash 
transfers have an effect on other SDGs related to, among 
others, health, malnutrition, education and livelihoods.3 In 
2021 approximately 90 percent of Sida’s support to social 
protection was disbursed by the first SDG goal and 40 per-
cent by SDG 5 i.e. gender equality. Further, 28 percent had 
a significant environment objective, 49 percent a significant 
gender objective and 24 percent a principle gender objective.

Sida’s bilateral support is focused on the development 
of social protection systems with institutional development 
and national ownership as core features in all interventions. 
Sida prioritizes strategic support that can be catalytical to 
strengthen linkages between social protection and other 
dimensions of poverty, for example nutrition-sensitive social 

3 Bastagli et al. (2016), Understanding the Impact of cash transfers: the evidence

protection to better address stunting of children, or with 
the ability to prepare for and adapt to large-scale shocks. 
All programmes integrate the five perspectives prioritised 
by the Swedish government in appraisals and follow-up; 
poverty, rights, gender, environment and peace. In addition 
social protection always contribute to enhanced resilience.

Evidence from research shows that social cash 
transfers are effective for, among others, increasing 
children’s enrolment in schools; increasing utilization of 
and per capita spending on health services; decreasing 
child labour; improving food security and increasing 
access to decent working and living conditions; as well as 
increasing productivity and employability.4 
4 Sida (2021), What Works? To reduce poverty through social protection
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FIGURE 1: DISBURSEMENT WITHIN SOCIAL PROTECTION  
2017-2021 (MILLION SEK)
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Sida supports large-scale impact evaluations tied to most 
social protection interventions during implementation 
and specific research on social protection through the 
Transfer Project implemented by UNICEF, or integrated in 
Sida’s support to global actors such as Women in Informal 
Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) prioritis-
ing informality. A large share of Sida’s partner countries are 
fragile contexts affected by reoccurring crisis or ongoing 
protracted humanitarian crises and where long term dura-
ble solutions can only be found if actors working on social 
protection and humanitarian aid actively engage in coordi-
nation and dialogue. In such contexts shock-responsive or 
adaptive social protection, with the aim to develop systems 
that can adapt to support people when they face large scale 
shocks or crisis, are developed. 

DEVELOPMENT IN THE WORLD 
Currently 82 percent of people in low-income countries 
lack access to any social protection, meaning that signifi-
cant efforts are needed to realize the human right to social 
protection.5 In 2021 the global dialogue was focusing on 
the necessity to increase both domestic and international 
financing of social protection systems, which for example 
resulted in an ambitious agenda initiated by the UN called 
the Global Accelerator for Jobs and Social Protection and a 
Just Transition. The need to expand social protection cov-
erage is emphasized by the COVID-19 crisis which brought 
severe effects for people already living in poverty and 
caused new groups to fall into poverty. The crisis also raised 
support for the principle of universal social protection which 
is prioritized in ILO’s normative dialogue6 and recognised in 
World Bank guiding documents. Other important lessons 
learned are renewed efforts for multilateral organisations 
to work jointly and that digital and innovative approaches 
for outreach, registration and payments, alongside data 
sharing across multiple databases have proved effective for 
the swift expansion of social protection measures.

SWEDISH SUPPORT
In 2021, Sida’s support to social protection was mainly 
directed to large-scale bilateral interventions in approx-
imately 15 countries, of which 12 were in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The main part of the interventions are implemented 
by multilateral organisations, with the World Bank, UNICEF 
and WFP as the main cooperation partners. Sida’s Global 
portfolio also increased, focusing on advocacy on social 
protection implemented by international organisations 
complemented by strategic global support directed for 
dialogue on universal social protection (USP2030) and 
capacity development (Sida’s ITP programme). In 2021, 

5 ILO (2021), World Social Protection Report 2020-2022
6 ILO (2021), Work in the Time of COVID, Report of the Director General 

International Labour Conference 109th session

A few results from programmes supported by  
Sida 2021
Tanzania’s Productive Social Safety Net increased the 
probability that children (overall) attended school by 
5 percentage points (pp) and increased primary school 
enrolment by 8pp (UNICEF, 2017), increased the prob-
ability that children could read and write by 5pp and 
increased the highest grade of education completed by 
children; lead to an extra 2.3 general health visits per 
person, children (ages 0-5) were 4.7pp more likely to be 
taken to a health check-up, and increased knowledge of 
modern contraceptives among adolescents and youth.7, 8

Similar results are found in other partner countries 
such as Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Mozambique, Rwanda, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe, and a growing evidence base 
is emerging from for instance Mali, Burkina Faso and 
Somalia.9 

7 De Hoop et al. (2018), Tanzania Youth Study of the Productive Social Safety Net 
(PSSN) Impact Evaluation, Tanzania Youth Study of the Productive Social Safety 
Net (PSSN) Evaluation: Endline Report (unicef-irc.org)

8 Bastagli et al. (2019), The Impact of Cash Transfers: A Review of the Evidence 
from Low- and Middle-income Countries. Journal of Social Policy, 48(3), 569-
594. The Impact of Cash Transfers: A Review of the Evidence from Low- and 
Middle-income Countries, Journal of Social Policy, Cambridge Core

9 Sida (2021), What Works? To reduce poverty through social protection
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the trend of increased support to social protection, which 
started in 2020 and during COVID-19, continued, for exam-
ple in Ethiopia, Palestine and Tanzania. In many cases the 
investment in social protection is a result of the analyses 
made in the Multi Dimensional Poverty Analysis (MDPA). In 
all Sida strategy-reports on Africa it has been evident that 
the support to social protection has mitigated the effects of 
the pandemic and other crises related to climate, weather 
hazards and/or conflict. Finally, Sida has decided on a 
guarantee to the Interamerican Development Bank which 
has enabled a loan to the government in Guatemala of 
MUSD 100. This is a trend breaking guarantee; Guatemala 
is thereby contributing to an important mind-shift viewing 
social protection as an investment in human capital. 
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