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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The dramatic global slowdown in progress towards eradicating poverty and hunger, combined 

with aid cuts and mounting fiscal pressure on governments, calls for urgent action. This report 

argues for an expansion of social protection supported by a virtual financing mechanism. Such a 

mechanism could deliver many of the benefits associated with the successful global health funds. Gavi, 

the global vaccines initiative, and The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria have achieved 

extraordinary results, providing a focal point for pooled donor funding in support of nationally owned plans 

to extend access to vaccinations and treatment for HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis. A virtual financing 

mechanism for social protection could duplicate the benefits generated by vertical funds in health, while 

avoiding the transaction costs and protracted negotiations that would inevitably accompany the creation of 

new institutions. Given the limited appetite for creating new multilateral entities, virtual financing offers a 

practical pathway to delivering results and breaking with business-as-usual models.  

Virtual financing, in the context used in this report, refers to the pooling and coordination of 

support in pursuit of shared goals, but without the creation of new legal entities. An earlier ODI 

Global report identified virtual financing as an antidote to the fragmentation of development aid. At the 

national level, climate action platforms have pioneered coordinated approaches that, linked to coordinated 

international virtual financing, could reduce the inefficiencies that come with fragmentation. An adaptation 

of this approach could help accelerate progress towards the expansion of social protection coverage.  

Progress towards eliminating extreme poverty and hunger, the first two Sustainable Development 

Goals, by 2030 has slowed significantly. Prospects for accelerated progress hinge critically on 

development in low-income and lower-middle-income countries (LICs and LMICs). Many of these 

countries are grappling with the overlapping vulnerabilities that come with fragility, conflict and violence 

(FCV), as well as climate shocks. Today, almost half of the world’s extreme poor live in FCV-affected 

states. That share could rise to two-thirds by 2030. Protracted humanitarian crises and climate shocks 

create mutually compounding effects, with adverse consequences for poverty, food security, and inclusive 

economic growth 

At the same time, a marked downturn is taking a toll on aid levels. A steep downturn in international 

aid will inevitably hamper efforts to accelerate progress towards the eradication of poverty and hunger, 

with some of the earliest and most severe impacts falling on FCV states. We estimate conservatively that 

official development assistance (ODA) for social protection finance could fall by around USD 500 million, 

or 5% of the levels reported for 2023. Cuts to humanitarian cash and voucher assistance (CVA) could be 

far deeper, and the early impacts are already in evidence. Between 2022 and 2024, CVA financing fell 

from USD 10.6 billion to USD 8.2 billion, and from 22% to 19% of humanitarian finance. A further decline 

is forecast for 2025 as cuts to US aid, which accounted for over 40% of CVA finance, take effect (CALP 

Network, McCormack and Crew, 2025). Recent estimates suggest that 2025 CVA will decline to USD 5.6 

billion – below the level in 2019. 

The case for a strengthened focus on social protection in international cooperation is grounded in 

evidence. Social protection is a basic human right. Within the broad spectrum of social protection policies, 

social assistance programmes – broadly defined in this report to cover non-contributory safety nets 

created through cash transfers, employment-based interventions, and other transfers – have a proven 

impact. Evaluations consistently show that well-designed, effectively targeted, and properly financed 

social assistance measures enable poor and vulnerable households to build resilience and limit recourse 

to harmful coping strategies, such as cuts in nutrition and the distress sale of assets. Findings from a wide 

range of FCV settings – including Ethiopia, the Sahel, Somalia, and Yemen – demonstrate the scope for 

building effective social protection systems, even in challenging environments. Digital technologies and 

payment systems are lowering the cost and increasing the feasibility of reaching highly vulnerable 

populations. Beyond their immediate benefits for household welfare, social protection interventions create 

positive spillovers for inclusive economic growth, investment, and job creation.  

Current social protection coverage is most limited where the need is greatest, and vulnerabilities 

most acute. The World Bank estimates that 2 billion people around the world live either beyond the reach 

of social protection systems or receive benefits that are too limited to build resilience. Most of those 
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people live in LICs and LMICs. Social assistance dominates the social protection landscape in these 

countries, mostly conditional and unconditional cash transfers. The World Bank estimates that overall 

social assistance coverage is 22% in LICs and 40% in LMICs, with FCV status reducing coverage by 9-11 

percentage points across the two groups.  

Countries facing overlapping vulnerabilities have markedly low levels of social protection 

coverage. We identify 29 countries with acute vulnerability linked to protracted humanitarian crises, 

climate change, and FCV status. The International Labour Organization estimates that fewer than one in 

five people on average in these countries are covered by social protection programmes. The median 

coverage rate is just 11%. Raising coverage rates for the 29 countries to 50% would bring an additional 

311 million people under the umbrella of social protection systems. 

Delivering on the international social protection targets will require a step increase in national 

finance, supported by international cooperation. National budgets account for the largest share of 

social protection financing in LMICs. Despite the limited fiscal space available to many governments, there 

is scope to both expand social protection financing envelopes and strengthen impacts through more 

efficient and equitable spending. However, international development finance will be critical to any 

acceleration of social protection coverage, especially in FCV-affected states and LICs (where aid currently 

represents two-thirds of finance (World Bank, 2025)). 

International targets can help guide national policies and international cooperation. The SDGs 

include a pledge to implement nationally appropriate social protection systems that achieve by 2030 

“substantial coverage of the poor and vulnerable.” The World Bank, the largest source of development 

finance for social protection, has adopted a global ambition of reaching 500 million people by 2030. More 

recently, the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development adopted a commitment to 

provide support to developing countries aiming “to increase social protection coverage, including those 

that aim to do so by two percentage points a year.” Acting on these various commitments with a sustained 

focus on equity and the countries and communities that have been left behind – notably those affected by 

conflict, fragility, and acute climate risks – would have transformative impacts. 

International support for social protection in LICs and LMICs is dominated by the twin pillars of 

development and humanitarian finance. In 2023, around USD 20 billion in international development 

finance was directed to social protection interventions, split roughly equally between longer-term 

development finance – around half of it provided in the form of official development assistance (ODA) – 

and humanitarian cash voucher assistance (CVA). The World Bank’s soft-loan International Development 

Association (IDA) is by far the largest source of social protection development finance for the poorest 

countries, accounting for 60% of overall support. Humanitarian CVA is dominated by the World Food 

Programme, though delivery is often characterised by lengthy sub-contracting chains. 

There are marked differences in delivery channels for humanitarian and wider development 

finance for social protection. Development finance is overwhelmingly delivered in the form of medium-

term to long-term funding through national systems: 90% is channelled through national budgets, 

reflecting the dominant role of IDA finance. While aid for social protection bucks a wider trend towards the 

fragmentation of aid and delivery outside of national institutions, some countries receive support from 

multiple countries: in 2023, Mozambique and Tanzania each received ODA for social protection from 15 

donors. Humanitarian CVA differs from development finance in two key respects. First, while directed 

towards largely predictable protracted crises, it is mobilised and delivered on an annualised basis, with 

limited predictability. Second, it is delivered outside of national systems, often through multiple actors.  

The current humanitarian-development divide in social protection financing is a source of 

inefficiency. Humanitarian finance has a critical role to play in acute emergencies. However, its inherently 

short-term and unpredictable nature, even in protracted crises, is poorly aligned with the need for 

predictable investment to build long-term resilience in countries where conflict, climate shocks, and 

endemic poverty overlap. These countries require long-term investments in national institutions. 

Experience from countries in the Sahel, Somalia, Yemen, and other contexts demonstrates that social 

protection systems can be developed and scaled up, even in challenging environments, pointing to the 

scope for more humanitarian CVA to be redirected through national systems, where this is appropriate. 
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Financing arrangements for social protection are symptomatic of a wider humanitarian-

development divide. The mismatch between finance and the needs of FCV states is holding back 

progress towards expanding social protection. FCV states and many donors recognise that current 

arrangements are at best sub-optimal. The High-Level Panel on Social Protection in Fragile and Conflict-

Affected Settings noted that humanitarian and development actors often continue to work in siloes, without 

“joint planning, national leadership, and incentives to drive transitions.” Those words echo the language of 

a high-level commission convened by the then UN Secretary General in 2016, which urged development 

and humanitarian actors to develop more integrated approaches. The longevity of the debate over the 

humanitarian-development divide points to deeply embedded institutional and cultural practices that have 

stymied reform. However, the scale of the aid cuts now in prospect has added to the urgency of reform. As 

key donors reduce their financing commitments and with cuts to humanitarian aid already biting, investing 

in nationally owned social protection systems presents an opportunity to develop more cost-effective, 

sustainable forms of international cooperation. 

Climate finance currently plays a negligible role in international development finance for social 

protection. International public finance for climate adaptation reached USD 22 billion in 2024 (UNEP, 
2024). However, the main reporting system on adaptation finance registers no social protection spending 

(Climate Policy Initiative, 2025). This is consistent with wider evidence. One review of social protection 

financing channelled through multilateral climate funds in 2022-2023 found that only USD 186 million was 

committed to social protection, with over half linked to two Green Climate Fund projects (Sengupta and 
Sivanu, 2024). The Global Environment Facility (GEF), the largest fund, allocated just USD 3 million. These 

figures come with the important caveat that reporting systems may fail to capture social protection 

financing delivered as part of wider projects. However, given the evidence on the impact of social 

protection interventions in supporting poverty-focused adaptation, it is hard to escape the conclusion that 

important opportunities are being lost. 

It is widely recognised that business-as-usual approaches to social protection will leave the world 

far short of reaching the SDGs by 2030. According to the World Bank, 1.6 billion people lack access to 

social protection, with another 400 million receiving benefits too meagre to provide an effective buffer 

against shocks. At current rates of growth, it will take two decades to reach the poorest 20% in low-income 

and middle-income countries. Without an accelerated drive to reach the poorest households in the poorest 

countries, notably FCV states facing acute overlapping vulnerabilities, the 2020s will leave large swaths of 

the world’s poor cut adrift from even the most basic social protection coverage. Large financing gaps point 

to the need for an increase in domestic financing backed by international cooperation and affordable, 

predictable development finance. Business as usual is not an option. 

There are long-standing proposals to create a new global fund for social protection. Such a fund, so 

the argument runs, would help close the financing gap for social protection, especially in the poorest 

countries. While governance proposals have varied, recent iterations have called for an approach that 

works through the current architecture, utilising networks and mechanisms such as the Global Accelerator 

on Jobs and Social Protection, the Social Protection Inter-Agency Cooperation Board (SPIAC-B), and 

socialprotection.org. In the view of its proponents, a global fund for social protection could reproduce the 

financing effects of multilateral funds in the health sector. 

Approaches developed by the global health funds could accelerate progress on social protection. 

These include clear and achievable global targets linked to well-defined investment plans; sustained 

reporting on results; well-defined rules for cost-sharing between governments and donors; national 

ownership backed by strong technical support; resource mobilisation and the pooling of finance through 

high-profile replenishment exercises and innovative finance; and a sustained focus on equity. While not all 

global funds have succeeded in catalysing transformative change, the global health funds have provided 

platforms for effective international cooperation in pursuit of shared goals – and in support of national 

programmes. 

There is limited international appetite for a new global fund on social protection. Multilateral 

cooperation is at a low ebb. Aid budgets are in decline. Whatever the technical merits of specific 

proposals, it is difficult to envisage a critical mass of support. Moreover, negotiations on the creation of a 
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new fund with a separate legal character would almost certainly require protracted dialogue. If the aim is 

to deliver results by 2030, alternative approaches will be required. 

‘Virtual financing’ is a promising alternative approach, as exemplified by successful innovations in 

climate finance. Briefly summarised, virtual financing approaches could achieve many of the benefits of 

the global health funds, without creating new institutional and legal entities. Perhaps the best-known 

examples in the climate action sphere are the Just Energy Transition Partnerships, platforms through 

which donors and investors coordinate support behind national green transition plans. Other examples 

include Brazil’s Climate and Ecological Transformation Investment; Egypt’s Nexus for Food, Water and 

Energy Platform; and a climate adaptation mechanism in Bangladesh. One analogue in the social 

protection sector is provided by Togo’s Novissi platform, which brought together multilateral development 

banks, philanthropists, and the private sector to support the rapid development of a safety-net programme 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Such national initiatives could be strengthened through a global vehicle with a remit to coordinate 

support behind national efforts. In theory, such a function could be housed in the World Bank, the ILO, 

or a hybrid entity. While the remit would need to be negotiated, it could include coordination across the 

humanitarian-development divide, and a distinctive focus on countries and communities that have been 

left behind, including FCV states. Like the global health funds, it could support the development of national 

plans geared towards an internationally agreed target, building on those adopted by the World Bank and 

referenced in the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development.  

Rather than create a new structure, there are strong grounds for working through the Global 

Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty established during Brazil’s Presidency of the G20. The Global 

Alliance was created to catalyse progress towards SDGs 1 and 2. Beyond raising the profile of poverty 

and hunger on the international stage, it has built a track record of engagement with national 

governments, bilateral donors, financial institutions, and technical support agencies to assist the 

development of nationally owned plans aimed at accelerating efforts to eradicate hunger and poverty. 

Many of the plans have centred on cash transfers and social protection. The governance structure of the 

Global Alliance provides a strong voice for the Global South and a platform for coordinating support 

geared towards results. 

Some reforms of the Global Alliance business model would be required. Currently, the Alliance 

seeks to link nationally developed plans to donor support on an ad hoc basis. By committing finance to 

plans developed through and verified by the Alliance, donors could create incentives that build demand for 

social protection in countries. While the funding would flow through established multilateral and bilateral 

channels, the link to Global Alliance coordination could drive progress towards a shared target. 

Consideration would also have to be given to strengthening the screening of plans developed for 

submission to the Global Alliance, adapting the technical support models of the global health funds while 

drawing on the technical expertise available through other agencies. 

Key informant interviews conducted for this report identified good practices and challenges. 

Conducted across 11 countries, the interviews inevitably reflected national contexts, but a number of 

recurrent themes emerged. The development of national systems and digital infrastructures were 

identified as key enabling conditions for effective coordination. Multi-donor trust funds were widely seen as 

having a strong comparative advantage in coordination. The interviews highlighted a range of practices 

associated with the humanitarian-development divide, including different approaches to fiduciary risk 

management and financial reporting. Several key informants saw considerable untapped potential for 

social protection finance through the development of more integrated approaches. 

We set out recommendations aimed at tackling the challenges highlighted, including: 

» Establish a virtual financing mechanism for social protection under the Global Alliance Against 

Hunger and Poverty, backed by financing commitments that are linked to the global outcome 

target. 

» Identify clear equity targets for reaching countries and communities that have been left behind. 
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» Close the humanitarian-development divide through joint planning and, where possible, 

channelling support through national systems or investing in the development of such 

systems. 

» Build on approaches set out in the Belem Declaration on Hunger, Poverty, and Human-Centred 

Climate Action to integrate climate finance and humanitarian finance into national social 

protection planning. 

» Adopt best practice approaches from national coordination systems. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

CERF  Central Emergency Response Fund (UN) 

CoP  Conference of the Parties (to the UNFCCC) 

CRS  Creditor Reporting System (of the OECD) 

CVA  cash and voucher assistance 

FCV  fragility, conflict and violence 

FTS  UNOCHA Financial Tracking Service 

G20  Group of Twenty 

GAIN  Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition  

Gavi  Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance 

GCF  Green Climate Fund 

GEF  Global Environment Facility 

Global Fund The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria 

GPE  Global Partnership for Education 

IBRD  International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (World Bank Group) 

ICRC   International Committee of the Red Cross 

IDA  International Development Association (World Bank Group) 

IDA 24  24th replenishment cycle of the International Development Association 

ILO  International Labour Organization 

IMF  International Monetary Fund 

LIC  low-income country 

LMIC  lower-middle-income country 

MDB  multilateral development bank 

MDTF  multi-donor trust fund 

NDC  nationally determined contribution (under the Paris Agreement) 

ND-GAIN  Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative  

NDMA   National Drought Management Authority 

ODA  official development assistance 

OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

PPP  purchasing power parity 

PSNP  Productive Safety Net Programme (Ethiopia) 

RCRC  Red Cross Red Crescent  

RSP  rapid social protection  

SDGs  Sustainable Development Goals 

SPIAC-B Social Protection Inter-Agency Cooperation Board 

SUN  Scaling Up Nutrition Movement 

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

UNICEF                United Nations Children’s Fund 

UNOCHA UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

USP  universal social protection  

WFP  World Food Programme 
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GLOSSARY  

 Definition 

Adaptive social 

protection (ASP) 

Social protection that aims to facilitate preparedness, strengthen resilience, 

and support early recovery from covariate shocks, including climate change, by 

combining elements of social protection, disaster risk management and climate 

change adaptation (Bowen et al., 2020). 

Cash and voucher 

assistance (CVA)  

A form of humanitarian aid that entails the direct provision of cash transfers 

and/or vouchers for goods or services to individuals, households, or 

group/community recipients affected by crises (The CALP Network, 2023). 

CVA can be conditional or unconditional. 

Cash transfer 

programmes 

(conditional, 

unconditional) 

Non-contributory programmes where assistance is provided in the form of 

money (either physical currency or e-cash) to recipients. Cash transfers can be 

conditional (for example, cash for work) or unconditional. 

Climate vulnerability 

 

A country’s exposure, sensitivity and capacity to adapt to the negative effects 

of climate change. In this report we use the Notre Dame Global Adaptation 

Initiative index of climate vulnerability (ND-GAIN, 2025). 

Fragility, conflict and 

violence (FCV) 

A systematic condition marked by extremely low levels of institutional and 

governance capacity, and acute insecurity associated with the activities of 

armed state and non-state actors. 

Horizontal funds 

 

Global funding mechanisms that pool resources across sectors and forms of 

expertise to advance a broad set of goals (Kharas and McArthur, 2023; 

Watkins, Nwajiaku-Dahou and Kovach, 2024). For example, the Green Climate 

Fund. 

Contrasted with vertical funds (see below). 

Just Energy Transition 

Partnerships (JETPs)  

Large financing packages designed to support emerging and developing 

countries to enhance the pace of their energy transition towards net zero 

commitments (Curtin, 2024). JETPs bring together the private sector, 

development finance institutions, and aid agencies to support national green 

energy transition plans. 

Multi-Donor Trust Funds 

(MDTFs) 

Mechanisms through which multiple donors can pool and manage resources, 

usually for a broad thematic purpose rather than a specific project. 

Progressive universalism The principle that we should reach those in greatest need earliest, and with 

resources proportionate to need. A strategy for achieving universal social 

protection. 

Protracted crises 

 

Humanitarian appeals that have had UN-coordinated interagency plans for at 

least five consecutive years, excluding COVID-19 response plans 

(Development Initiatives, 2024a) or where people targeted in humanitarian 

responses receive assistance for five years or more (Sabates-Wheeler et al., 

2022). 

Social safety nets Non-contributory social assistance interventions that protect vulnerable 

households or individuals from poverty and help them to access economic 

opportunity, including social transfers, public works programmes, and public 

distribution schemes. 

Shock Responsive Social 

Protection (SRSP) 

Social protection programmes and systems that can be adapted, prepared and 

used to mitigate the impacts of shocks, involving systematic and structured 
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coordination between disaster risk management actors and social protection 

actors (UNICEF, 2016).  

Often used interchangeably with adaptive social protection (see above). 

Social assistance 

 

A non-contributory pillar of social protection systems that protects vulnerable 

households or individuals from poverty and helps them to access economic 

opportunity. 

Social protection Different agencies define social protection differently (see here). The Social 

Protection Inter-Agency Cooperation Board defines social protection as ‘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, 2019). The 

main social protection instruments are social assistance (non-contributory 

programmes), social insurance (contributory programmes), labour market 

policies and social care (McCord et al., 2025). 

Social protection floor The ILO defines social protection floors as ‘nationally defined sets of basic 

social security guarantees which secure protection aimed at preventing or 

alleviating poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion’ (International Labour 

Organization, 2012). 

Social registry Information systems that support outreach, intake, registration, and 

determination of eligibility for one or more social programmes. 

The Social Protection 

Inter-agency Cooperation 

Board (SPIAC-B) 

Established in July 2012 with the aim of improving the coherence and 

coordination of social protection policy advice and activities of the international 

development community at the global, regional and country levels. SPIAC-B is 

co-chaired by the ILO and the World Bank and made up of over 20 members, 

including UN agencies, multilateral and bilateral development agencies, civil 

society and other organizations (SPIAC-B, 2019). 

Universal social 

protection (USP) 

A nationally defined system of policies and programmes that provide equitable 

access to all people and protect them throughout their lives against poverty 

and risks to their livelihoods and well-being (USP2030, 2022). USP2030 is a 

multi-stakeholder partnership established in 2016 to achieve universal social 

protection. 

Vertical fund A global funding mechanism which pools resources for a specific goal, issue or 

theme (such as the multilateral global funds in health, eg, Gavi) (Watkins, 

Nwajiaku-Dahou and Kovach, 2024). 

Virtual financing 

mechanism 

A global coordination platform that aligns financing commitments behind 

national social protection plans without creating a new fund or disbursing 

resources directly. 
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1. INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

With the 2030 target date for the Sustainable Development Goals looming, the gap between 

ambition and delivery has widened to a chasm. Progress towards eradicating poverty (SDG 1) has 

slowed markedly, punctuated by reversals during the COVID-19 pandemic. Efforts to cut hunger (SDG 2) 

have stalled. International concern over the increasingly bleak SDG picture was reflected in the creation in 

2024 under Brazil’s presidency of the Group of 20 (G20) of a new Global Alliance Against Hunger and 

Poverty, aimed at strengthening international cooperation and creating an innovative multilateral platform 

for aligning development finance behind nationally owned plans for accelerating progress towards SDGs 1 

and 2. In the event, international cooperation on the SDGs has weakened and poverty-related aid budgets 

have been cut. International cooperation is under attack as a ‘zero sum’ game, multilateralism is in retreat, 

and aid budgets are in decline.  

The combination of poverty, conflict and fragility, and the climate crisis has created perfect storm 

conditions for weakening SDG progress in the near term, with more severe global warming 

scenarios anticipating long-term food security threats. Poverty amplifies the vulnerabilities that come 

with climate risks and war. Conversely, climate shocks and conflict-related impacts, including 

displacement, disruption of markets, and loss of assets, reinforce poverty traps. Those traps are becoming 

more and more visible in the SDG progress reports of low-income and lower-middle-income countries 

(LICs and LMICs) where the world’s poverty and hunger deficits are increasingly concentrated.  

Expanding social protection systems could help catalyse a wider SDG recovery strategy. Social 

protection covers a broad array of contributory and non-contributory interventions. Collectively, those 

interventions generate multiple benefits. They build resilience by enabling and empowering people to 

withstand and recover from shocks. They support the development of human capital, enhance 

productivity, and lead to wide-ranging economic benefits. The correlation between higher levels of wealth 

and higher levels of financing and coverage for social protection systems is not coincidental. While 

accelerated progress on social protection would entail fiscal costs, the wider macro-economic effects also 

generate a fiscal return. Every USD 1 injected through cash transfer programmes generates around USD 

1.3 in local economies (Gentilini et al., 2025). 

For LICs and LMICs, and for the poorest populations of those countries, non-contributory social 

assistance has by far the widest coverage (Andrews, Iyengar and Okamura, 2025). Extending and 

strengthening social assistance coverage has a critical role to play not just in tackling poverty and hunger, 

but in helping households to respond to the risks and shocks that come with climate events, conflict, and 

economic downturns. UN conventions and recommendations provide the broad rights-based framework 

for expanding social protection.1 Within that framework, governments need to develop multi-layered 

systems that are responsive to local circumstances. Well-designed and properly financed social 

assistance measures – such as poverty-focused cash transfers, school feeding, and public works 

programmes – have a proven track record in delivering cost-effective support for poor and vulnerable 

households (Bastagli et al., 2019). The safety nets they provide catch people when they fall (or risk falling) 

into extreme deprivation and provide a springboard for early recovery, enabling households to avoid 

harmful coping strategies – such as cutting nutrition, selling productive assets, and withdrawing children 

from school – that undermine self-reliance and long-term productivity. In summary, expanding national 

_________ 

1 Based on the Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 and the Social Security (Minimum Standards) 

Convention, 1952 the ILO prescribes a two-dimensional approach for expanding social protection. The first, horizontal 

dimension, is based on the implementation of national social protection floors which guarantee access to essential 

healthcare, income security for children (ensuring access to nutrition, education, care, and other necessities), income 

security for working age people (in cases of sickness, unemployment, maternity, disability, or work injury) and income 

security for older persons (basic pensions). The second, vertical dimension, for the achievement of higher levels of 

social protection across nine areas – medical care, sickness benefit, unemployment benefit, old-age benefit, 

employment injury benefit, family/child benefit, maternity benefit, invalidity/disability benefit, and survivors’ benefit. 

 

https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:3065524:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312247:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/nrmlx_en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312247:NO
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social safety nets that reach vulnerable populations in LICs and LMICs is good not just for combating 

poverty and hunger, but also for inclusive economic growth, job creation, and livelihoods.  

The potential of social protection to accelerate progress on hunger and poverty has long been 

recognised, as has the critical importance of international cooperation. In 1996, the World Summit 

for Social Development pledged to ensure that ‘the international community and international 

organisations, particularly the multilateral financial institutions, assist developing countries […] in their 

efforts to achieve our overall goal of eradicating poverty and ensuring basic social protection’ (UNECA, 

1995). In 2012, the International Labour Organization (ILO) recommended that countries introduce ‘social 

protection floors’ – basic social security guarantees – establishing a framework for international 

cooperation aimed at progressively realising the human right to social protection through national action 

(International Labour Organization, 2012). Universal social protection was enshrined in the SDGs. The 

Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development included in its Seville Commitment pledges 

to strengthen international cooperation on social protection. However, there has been a failure to align 

financial support with ambition. The ILO estimates the financing gap for universal social protection in LICs 

and middle-income countries at USD 1.4 trillion – just over one third of the total SDG financing gap for 

developing countries (United Nations, Inter-agency Task Force on Financing for Development, 2024). It is 

evident that gaps on this scale can only be closed through a combination of efficiency gains and increased 

domestic resource mobilisation, supported in the case of the poorest countries by effective international 

aid.  

There have been long-standing calls for the creation of a new global fund for social protection to 

close the financing gap. The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights and the 

International Trade Union Confederation have proposed the creation of a Global Fund for Social 

Protection to mobilise and coordinate official development assistance (ODA) (De Schutter, 2021, 2025). 

Financing under this proposal would come from mechanisms such as debt swaps, issuance of IMF 

Special Drawing Rights, international tax cooperation, and solidarity levies. Governance structures would 

build on and coordinate existing mechanisms and networks, such as the Global Partnership for Universal 

Social Protection to Achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (known as USP 2030), the Social 

Protection Interagency Cooperation Board (SPIAC-B), and the Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social 

Protection for Just Transitions.2 The proposal addresses a real need and many of its provisions are 

technically feasible. However, the financing mechanisms are likely to require protracted negotiation, and it 

is unclear that the existing social protection governance architecture is sufficiently robust to deliver early 

results. 

This report argues that a virtual financing approach might offer a more practical pathway to a 

strengthened architecture for social protection. In the sense that we use the term in this report, virtual 

financing describes platforms through which donors coordinate their efforts to achieve shared 

development goals. They can be thought of as government-led, multi-stakeholder partnerships that help 

coordinate national and international efforts to finance critical investments and achieve agreed outcomes. 

Such platforms are increasingly widespread in the climate action sphere. They differ from the established 

global funds in health, education and other areas in a number of key respects. Critically, they do not 

directly receive or disburse finance but provide a mechanism for linking donors and investors to national 

financing plans. 

Any virtual financing option for social protection should be assessed against its potential for 

delivering results in key outcome areas. An earlier ODI Global analysis prepared for the Brazil 

_________ 

2 USP 2030 is co-led by the ILO and World Bank. It is a global alliance of networks and partners spanning UN 

agencies, multilateral development banks, bilateral donors, civil society organisations, and governments committed to 

advancing progress towards universal social protection (USP2030, 2019). SPIAC-B is a coordination mechanism 

comprised of 25 intergovernmental agencies and 10 government bodies, with 11 civil society organisations acting as 

observers. It is co-chaired by the World Bank and ILO (SPIAC-B, 2014). The Global Accelerator was created in 2021 

with the aim of supporting the extension of social protection to 4 billion people. It operates across three pillars aimed 

at supporting the development and financing of national strategies, providing technical support, and coordinating 

multilateral efforts (Global Accelerator, no date). 
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Presidency of the G20 identified weak coordination, aid fragmentation, and the circumvention of national 

systems as sources of inefficiency in international efforts to accelerate progress towards SDGs 1 and 2 

(Watkins, Nwajiaku-Dahou and Kovach, 2024). The report identified a number of areas in which the global 

health funds – Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance; and The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis –

had successfully improved the effectiveness of international cooperation. The hallmarks of the funds 

include the pooling of financial resources behind shared global goals with well-defined targets, strong 

technical support for nationally owned plans, rigorous monitoring and evaluation, reporting on results, and 

governance structures that bring together a broad array of actors. Under the rules that govern their 

operation, the funds have linked increased and more effective aid to domestic resource mobilisation. The 

health funds have also provided a focal point for efforts to push their respective causes up the 

international development agenda. An important question is whether a virtual financing mechanism for 

social protection could achieve comparable results.  

This report attempts to answer that question. It reaches two broad conclusions. First, there is a case 

for considering virtual financing options. In contrast to other areas of international development finance, 

support for social protection financing is less fragmented. Dominated by the World Bank and a small group 

of bilateral donors and underpinned by country-level institutional mechanisms, it suffers from fewer 

coordination failures than other areas. There are, however, failures of coordination across the 

humanitarian-development financing divide. Cash and voucher assistance (CVA) delivered through the 

humanitarian system plays an important role in the financing of social safety nets but is weakly integrated 

with development finance. Moreover, many of the world’s poorest countries and people are being 

bypassed by current international arrangements. The World Bank estimates that 2 billion people are living 

either beyond the reach of social protection systems or receiving levels of support too limited to alleviate 

their vulnerability – and that it will take at least two decades for even the most basic social protection 

coverage to reach all the world’s poor (World Bank, 2025d). If the aim is to catalyse an SDG recovery, the 

world does not have two decades. Business as usual in aid delivery is unlikely to meet ambitious targets 

set for social protection coverage. Ultimately, those targets have to be backed by greater domestic 

resource mobilisation, increased and more effective aid, and new delivery models that deliver results. 

Coordinated virtual financing is one such model. 

The second conclusion is that the Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty could provide the 

platform for a virtual financing mechanism. We explore a range of possible institutional arrangements 

for hosting a virtual financing facility on social protection. There is no shortage of hypothetically plausible 

options in the current social protection architecture. Alternatively, a new facility could be created. Based 

on a review of current arrangements, we conclude that the Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty 

offers a number of advantages. The alliance was established under Brazil’s G20 Presidency with a remit 

to support the development and financing of nationally owned plans to accelerate progress towards the 

SDGs on hunger and poverty. It has already demonstrated an ability to deliver results, raising the profile of 

hunger and poverty and turning the spotlight on SDG shortfalls. Membership of the Alliance now spans 

100 countries, along with the major multilateral development banks, donors, UN agencies, and 

philanthropies. While still in an embryonic stage, the Alliance effectively intermediates between 

governments in the Global South and financial and technical partners, linking national plans to 

international support. Many of the plans submitted and verified to date have focused on social protection. 

Perhaps the greatest advantage of the Global Alliance over other options is that it already exists. If the aim 

is to deliver results by 2030, creating new structures in a climate marked by shrinking aid budgets and 

waning support for multilateralism is unlikely to prove an optimal strategy.  

Notwithstanding its achievements, if the Global Alliance is to play an expanded role some 

significant reforms in the underlying business model will be required. Currently, the Alliance seeks 

to mobilise finance for national plans through an ad hoc matchmaking process. Governments submit 

plans, the Global Alliance solicits expressions of interest from partners, and round table discussions are 

convened to link national plans to financial and technical support. The outcomes are inherently uncertain 

because there is no automatic link from the submission of a plan to external finance, confronting 

governments with the possibility of receiving no support. Donors could change this picture by committing 

finance, or at the very least providing an indicative financing framework, for national social protection 

plans verified through the Global Alliance process. Precise modalities would have to be negotiated 
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between the Global Alliance and its financing partners. Importantly, the finance would continue to flow not 

through the Global Alliance but through established bilateral and multilateral channels. But aligning the 

plans submitted to the Global Alliance with credible financing prospects is a condition for enhanced 

delivery. For indicative purposes, financing commitments allocated to Global Alliance-endorsed plans 

could be set at around USD 200-300 million initially, rising to USD 1 billion by 2030 (a figure that would 

initially represent around 5% of combined development and humanitarian CVA spending, rising to 20% by 

2030). 

Any level of commitment, including an indicative framework, would in turn require a high level of 

confidence in the technical quality of the plans verified by the Alliance and a clear value-added 

remit. The Global Alliance currently has limited technical capacity, but the gap could be filled through 

increased resourcing and coordination with other agencies, such as the ILO and the World Bank. In terms 

of remit, the Alliance could be mandated to focus on countries and communities that have been left 

behind, with a focus on countries facing fragility, conflict and violence (FCV) that have acute climate 

vulnerabilities. We identify 29 such countries in this report. Performance indicators for the Alliance would 

include a distinctive equity contribution under the broad umbrella of a global target and the commitment 

undertaken at the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development to support developing 

countries ‘to increase social protection coverage, including those that aim to do so by at least two 

percentage points per year.’ While the Global Alliance would not act as a source of finance, which would 

continue to flow through bilateral and multilateral agencies, it would be well placed to play an expanded 

role in coordinating development, humanitarian, and climate finance geared towards social protection. 

Establishing a Global Alliance 2.0 with an expanded remit on social protection will pose significant 

challenges. The Alliance’s mandate spans a wide range of programmes and policies on hunger and 

poverty, with social protection representing just one, albeit important, thread. It follows that any move 

towards a broader virtual financing role would have to integrate social protection into a wider mandate. 

Working across an increasingly fragmented system spanning agencies involved in delivering 

humanitarian, climate, and development finance will bring its own challenges, notably in FCV states. 

Viewed from a different perspective, an agency focused on coordination in support of national planning 

and insulated from cross-agency rivalries on fundraising and remits would be well placed to make a value-

added contribution. 

Deep cuts in international aid have created a watershed moment for approaches to international 

cooperation on social protection. Reductions in aid budgets are leading to immediate and potentially 

devastating consequences for the financing of social protection programmes in LICs and LMICs. The 

retrenchment of humanitarian aid is likely to be particularly severe – and some of the effects are already 

visible. Any strategy for a viable SDG recovery that generates results by 2030 has to include measures 

aimed simultaneously at expanding the resource envelope for social protection and getting more out of the 

current envelope by tackling the inefficiencies in the aid architecture. 

Inefficiencies in the current architecture for international cooperation on social protection 

reinforce the case for new approaches. Worldwide, there is an elaborate set of networks, principles, 

and institutional relationships focused on social protection. It includes the ILO’s rights-based ‘social 

protection floor’ framework, and the UN’s Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection, which 

supports national planning. The universal social protection platform USP2030 for advocacy and policy 

engagement links UN agencies, governments, international financial institutions, civil society 

organisations, and technical support facilities. However, there is no structure offering coordinated support 

aligning finance to credible and achievable targets. International finance for social protection is organised 

around the two pillars of development finance (dominated by the World Bank) and humanitarian cash and 

voucher assistance (CVA) (dominated by World Food Programme). These two pillars are separated by a 

‘humanitarian-development’ divide marked by weak coordination, fragmentation, and a division between 

(mostly long-term) development finance and (mostly short-term) humanitarian aid. The absence of climate 

finance in the social protection domain is another source of inefficiency and inequity, not least given the 

potential of social protection systems to channel funding to where need is greatest, such as smallholder 

farmers affected by drought and other climate shocks (De Schutter, 2025). 
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The rest of the report is organised as follows. Section 1 sets out the case for expanding the coverage of 

social assistance programmes as part of a wider drive towards universal social protection. Based on 

current trends, it will take several decades to achieve the 2030 ambitions of the SDGs. There is an urgent 

need to accelerate progress, especially in the poorest countries and fragile states. Continuing on a 

business-as-usual pathway will squander an opportunity to build resilience among populations facing the 

endemic poverty and food insecurity that will be magnified by emerging climate risks. Section 2 looks at 

the aid financing landscape for social assistance. That landscape is dominated by the twin pillars of 

development finance and humanitarian finance. Tensions between the two pillars linked to a wider 

‘humanitarian-development divide’ are a source of inefficiency. Section 3 provides a critical review of the 

current aid architecture for social protection. Drawing on key informant interviews conducted for this 

report, Section 3 identifies lessons (both positive and negative) from the coordination of external financing 

for social protection at the country level, and areas in which a global mechanism could help to improve 

financing at the national level. Section 4 draws on these lessons as well as lessons from current 

multilateral financing platforms to identify approaches that could inform the development of a virtual 

financing approach. We consider lessons from wider multilateral programmes that could help improve 

international cooperation on social protection. Virtual financing approaches have the potential to contribute 

to accelerated progress on social protection, with a distinctive focus on social assistance in LICs, LMICs 

and fragile states. After considering a range of options, we conclude that the Global Alliance Against 

Hunger and Poverty offers a virtual financing platform that could help catalyse change. The report 

concludes with recommendations based on the evidence and analysis presented.  

A number of annexes underpin these findings and recommendations. The overall methodology for the 

report is set out in Annex 1. Annex 2 provides an analysis of the latest development financing data for 

social protection and humanitarian financing data for CVA. Annex 3 provides a critical review of global 

mechanisms for the financing of social protection. Annex 4 provides a survey of global mechanisms for 

coordinating financing in other sectors including health, education, climate and nutrition. Annex 5 provides 

a survey of country-level mechanisms for coordinating the financing of social protection in a sample of 11 

countries and 1 region.  

 

2. RIGHTS AND RESILIENCE: THE CASE FOR 

EXPANDING SOCIAL PROTECTION 

While the case for expanding social protection is well established, recent developments have 

given old arguments a new urgency. When António Guterres, the UN secretary-general, presented the 

10th annual progress report on the SDGs in July 2025, he declared ‘a global development emergency’ 

(UN DESA, 2025). For all but a handful of the goals, progress is off track or has gone into reverse. Social 

protection could help change this picture. In particular, the expansion of social assistance in LICs and 

LMICs facing humanitarian crises and increasing climate risks is an immediate priority if the world is to 

make progress towards the SDGs on poverty and hunger. Alongside the intrinsic rights-based rationale for 

social protection, the SDG crisis and the evolving climate emergency reinforce the case for further 

investment in social safety nets. That case is grounded in clear evidence of their impact. Yet social safety 

net coverage is expanding far too slowly where it is most needed. 

2.1 Social protection – multiple benefits, diverse targets 

Social protection is widely recognised as a fundamental human right, a driver of human 

development, and a condition for unlocking progress towards a wide array of SDGs. The 

International Labour Organization (ILO) has established normative standards for a rights-based approach 

to social protection centred on the progressive realisation of ‘social protection floors’. The aim of this 

approach is to alleviate poverty, vulnerability and insecurity across life cycles through income support, 

health provision, and wider social security measures (International Labour Organization, 2012). The SDGs 

translated this approach into a target-based pledge to ‘implement nationally appropriate social protection 

systems and measures for all, including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and 
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vulnerable’ (UN DESA, 2016). Behind the consensus encapsulated in the SDG target, there have been 

tensions between policy approaches focused on human rights and those aimed at poverty reduction, 

though the fault lines are often exaggerated.  

The global social protection landscape today is dominated by a wide array of target-based 

initiatives, delivery mechanisms and networks. The World Bank, the largest source of development 

finance for social protection, aims to reach 500 million people with social protection support by 2030 

(World Bank, 2025d) – a goal that includes support to scale up social safety net programmes in 70 

countries (World Bank, 2025c). In July 2025, the Seville Commitment, the outcome document of the 

Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development, included a pledge from donors to support 

developing countries seeking to expand social protection systems, including those aiming at expanding 

coverage by two percentage points a year – an ambition which, if adopted by all LICs and LMICs, would 

expand coverage by 374 million people. The Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection, launched 

by the UN Secretary General in 2021, brings together governments, UN agencies, financial institutions, 

civil society organisations and other partners working to expand social protection. It includes a facility 

aimed at amplifying national efforts through technical support in a group of (currently 18) ‘pathfinder 

countries’ (UN-GA, 2025a). The Social Protection Inter-Agency Cooperation Board (SPIAC-B), jointly 

chaired by the ILO and the World Bank, includes a broad group of bilateral donors, international financial 

institutions, and 14 UN agencies (International Labour Organization, 2025). Other networks include the 

Global Coalition for Social Protection Floors, which similarly brings together non-government 

organisations working to expand social protection (Global Coalition for Social Protection Floors, 2025) and 

the Global Partnership for Universal Social Protection (USP2030), which brings all these agencies 

together to share knowledge and advocate. All of these commitments and institutional mechanisms are 

broadly aligned with the idea of social protection as a fundamental human right (McCord, 2013).  

Clarity over shared targets can help steer public policy and inform international cooperation. The 

SDG social protection ambition cited above represents a strong expression of universalist aspirations, but 

a weak guide to policy. In the absence of quantifiable targets, it is impossible to establish the public 

financing required to convert ambition into budget spending plans and delivery mechanisms. To its credit, 

the World Bank has enshrined the ambitious target of reaching 500 million people through social 

protection measures by 2030 – more than double the current coverage.3 As the largest funder of social 

protection in the poorest countries and the primary source of engagement with national planning, the Bank 

needs to clarify some of the details behind the headline number, including country coverage, levels of per 

capita financing, the balance between different dimensions of social protection and employment 

interventions. Some explanations of the 500 million target refer to social protection and youth employment 

support, which may be complementary but could also entail distinctive investments.4 Given this lack of 

clarity, the Bank’s aim to publish its implementation plan by December 2025 is a welcome development. 

Even with these caveats, the World Bank’s commitment to increased financing for social protection during 

a period of aid retrenchment provides a model for others to follow.  

There is a strong case for developing a broadly shared global target to link national planning to 

international cooperation. A credible global target linked to well-defined provisions for domestic 

resource mobilisation, cost-sharing between governments and donors, and clear timetables for delivery 

could help galvanise international action. In a world where 839 million people are living below the extreme 

poverty threshold of USD 3 per day and 673 million are living with hunger, there is a real and immediate 

need to expand the reach of social protection programmes – and to ensure that people living with extreme 

poverty and hunger are not left last in line. As a forum bringing together governments across the Global 

South with the major international actors on social protection, the Global Alliance could play a role in 

_________ 

3 There is some uncertainty over whether the World Bank target refers to reaching 500 million more beneficiaries or to 

reaching 500 million people in total. A recent blog included both formulations: Measuring Impact | World Bank Group 

Scorecard. The apparently semantic distinction matters because the World Bank currently reports that it finances 

programmes reaching 244 million people (Many paths to jobs: New World Bank Group Scorecard insights).  

4 Measuring Impact | World Bank Group Scorecard  

https://scorecard.worldbank.org/en/narratives/protection-for-the-poorest/results-narrative
https://scorecard.worldbank.org/en/narratives/protection-for-the-poorest/results-narrative
https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/voices/new-world-bank-group-scorecard-insights
https://scorecard.worldbank.org/en/narratives/protection-for-the-poorest/results-narrative
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facilitating dialogue on a global target. The World Bank’s 500 million target provides a powerful headline 

reference point for 2030, though it would benefit from equity sub-targets for FCV states, countries facing 

acute climate risks, and social groups that have been left behind (such as informal workers). As the 2030 

deadline approaches, there is also a need to look at a longer-term planning horizon. Reaching 1 billion 

people by 2035 could be a credible goal. An illustrative equity sub-target for 2035 could include reaching 

500 million people in the 29 countries we identify as facing acute and overlapping vulnerabilities linked to 

climate and fragility (see Section 2). This would lift coverage rates from 11% to close to 50%. Such a 

target could include initial stepping-stone targets set for 2030. 

Representatives of the Global South have an insufficient voice in global networks. This is partly an 

unintended consequence of governance structures. For example, SPIAC-B is overseen by the ILO-World 

Bank and has a large board comprising UN agencies, regional bodies, and bilateral institutions, but overall 

coordination across agencies remains limited – and governments and civil society organisations in the 

Global South have a limited representation with respect to decision-making (SPIAC-B, 2012). USP2030 is 

nominally more inclusive, but there is limited evidence of developing country participation.  

The momentum to expand social protection programmes is growing in response to the 

intermeshed challenges posed by poverty, hunger, conflict, and climate change. The ILO’s 2024-

2026 World Social Protection Report identifies universal social protection as a critical investment for a just 

climate transition, emphasising the importance of anticipatory adaptation measures – including social 

assistance and health care – that counter the root causes of poverty and vulnerability (International 

Labour Organization, 2024). The World Bank’s strategy for the 24th replenishment cycle of the 

International Development Association (IDA 24), which will run from 2025 to 2028 and is the largest single 

source of development finance for social protection, includes a strengthened focus on climate change and 

FCV-affected countries. Climate finance is also becoming more visible, albeit from a low baseline, with 

more countries and donors seeking to support social protection through their nationally determined 

contributions (NDCs) and national adaptation plans (NAPs). In 2024, the Green Climate Fund, the largest 

multilateral climate fund, announced its first social protection programme for adaptation, in Mozambique 

(GCF, 2024). The Global Shield Against Climate Risks, a joint initiative of the Vulnerable Twenty (V20) 

group and the G7, has created a framework for providing pre-arranged finance for responding to climate 

disasters and related risks, including through social protection. Under another initiative, the Climate 

Resilient Social Protection and Smallholder Agriculture Finance Partnership, governments and 

development partners have agreed to put social protection at the heart of a wider strategy for reducing the 

vulnerabilities aggravated by climate change (GAAHP, 2025b). 

Social protection also figures with growing prominence on the Conference of Parties (CoP) climate 

summit agenda. Having been conspicuously underplayed in the Sharm el Sheikh adaptation plan 

adopted in 2022 at CoP27 (the 27th Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change), social protection is increasingly recognised as a condition for reducing 

the effects of climate shocks. At CoP28 in Dubai in 2023, countries committed to substantially reduce ‘the 

adverse effects of climate change on poverty eradication and livelihoods, in particular by promoting the 

use of adaptive social protection measures for all’. The UN’s Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and 

human rights has called for social protection to be integrated into climate finance investments aimed at 

supporting adaptation, with financial resource mobilisation supported by a new global fund (De Schutter, 

2025). The Belem Declaration on Hunger, Poverty, and Human-Centred Climate Action adopted at CoP 

30 represented a statement of intent establishing social protection as a linchpin connecting the agendas 

for tackling hunger and poverty, strengthening resilience, and responding to humanitarian emergencies 

(‘Belem Declaration on Hunger, Poverty, and Human-Centred Climate Action’, 2025).  

The growing prominence of social safety net interventions in FCV countries has added momentum 

to efforts aimed at aligning ‘development’ and ‘humanitarian’ finance. SPIAC-B has developed a set 

of common principles aimed at humanitarian and development organisations operating in the same 

settings (SPIAC-B Working Group on Linking Humanitarian Assistance and Social Protection, 2023). 

Many of the themes are familiar from longstanding efforts to align humanitarian operational practices with 

approaches centred on a ‘humanitarian-peace-development’ nexus – the idea that there is a continuum 

connecting life-saving humanitarian action and transformative social development (OECD DAC, 2019). 
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But real-world events are acting as a force for change. The traditional humanitarian model focused on 

delivering short-term aid after catastrophic events or in response to slow-onset crises. Today, however, 

humanitarian action is increasingly focused on protracted crises fuelled by poverty, conflict, and climate 

risks that require long-term, predictable support. In 2024, 91% of UN emergency appeal funding was 

directed to protracted crises (Development Initiatives, 2024b). This pattern has persisted for many years. 

In some cases, humanitarian cash and voucher assistance support in these countries could be efficiently 

and more sustainably delivered through national social protection systems.  

2.2 The SDG crisis and climate shocks point to an urgent need to 
expand social safety nets 

Evidence of the ways in which poverty, conflict and fragility, and climate change reinforce one 

another has strengthened the social protection consensus while adding a sense of urgency to the 

case for expanding social safety net coverage – and for good reason. Progress towards eradicating 

extreme poverty (SDG1) has slowed dramatically in recent years (World Bank, 2024d). On current 

projections, 622 million people will still be living in poverty in 2030 – more than double the SDG target 

level (World Bank, 2024d). There have also been setbacks in progress towards ‘zero hunger’ (SDG 2) and 

improved food security, which all but stalled over a decade ago (FAO et al., 2025). By 2030, over 500 

million people – 6% of the world’s population – will still be living with hunger, which represents a marginal 

decline over the level in 2015 when the SDGs were adopted (FAO et al., 2025). There are large gaps 

between the status quo and the 2030 SDG ambitions in areas such as child and maternal health, and 

education (UN DESA, 2025). 

While the SDG deficits are global, the shortfalls are most marked in Africa and in low-income and 

lower-middle-income countries affected by war and fragility. In 2023, around half of the people in the 

world surviving on less than USD 3 a day (calculated in purchasing power parity terms, or PPP) were 

living in countries affected by conflict and instability (World Bank, 2025a). By 2030, the World Bank 

estimates, that share will rise to 60%, or 435 million people. Acute food insecurity affects 18% of people in 

fragile and conflict-affected states (World Bank, 2025a). There is an important regional dimension to the 

SDG deficits, with Sub-Saharan Africa accounting for a fast-rising share of world poverty and hunger. On 

current trends, by 2030 the region will account for over 90% of extreme poverty and 58% of 

undernutrition.5 Africa’s demography has wider implications for the changing profile of extreme poverty. In 

2024, the region’s children accounted for fully 38% of global extreme poverty, with 311 million living below 

the USD 3/day threshold (Ibarra et al., 2025). That share is on a sharply rising trend, reflecting the slow 

pace of poverty reduction, population growth, and rising youth population. 

Climate change is magnifying the vulnerabilities faced by people in these states. External shocks 

related to climate are already one of the most powerful causes of extreme poverty. More protracted 

and extreme droughts, less predictable rainfall patterns, heatwaves, and more severe storms are 

reinforcing poverty traps, exacerbating inequalities and, in some cases, fuelling the underlying causes of 

conflict (Corral Rodas, Fajardo Gonzalez and Nguyen, 2025; IDMC, 2025). On the basis of a (very) 

conservative assessment, focused mainly on the modelling of food price effects, the World Bank estimates 

that climate change could increase the number of people living in extreme poverty by 100 million by 2030 

(Bangalore et al., 2016). What these static numbers do not capture is the dynamic and compounding 

effects of conflict and climate shocks, as the impacts on income, health, and nutrition magnify one 

another. 

Rural smallholder farmers account for most of the world’s people living in extreme poverty – and 

they are acutely vulnerable to emerging climate risks. An estimated 80% of Africa’s extreme poor live 

and work in rural areas (World Bank, 2022). Early warning signs of future climate risks facing this 

constituency are already visible. A large survey of small farms in six countries with a total population of 

480 million (including one-fifth of the world’s extreme poor), found that crop yields are either falling or 

stagnating (Wollburg et al., 2024). Such evidence may partially explain the wider slowdown in global 

_________ 

5 Projected estimates based on data in: The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2025 (FAO et al., 2025) 

https://www.fao.org/publications/fao-flagship-publications/the-state-of-food-security-and-nutrition-in-the-world/en
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poverty reduction, but it also points to enhanced vulnerability to future shocks – and climate change 

scenarios project increased shock exposure over time. The Center for Global Development has found that 

climate change could reduce the value of African farmland by 36-61% depending on the scenario, with the 

decline driven by falling yields. Poverty is projected to rise by 20-30% compared with a no climate change 

scenario (Adom, 2024). Whatever their inherent uncertainties, such scenarios point unequivocally to the 

urgent need for early investment in expanding social safety nets. 

2.3 Social safety nets are a proven path to strengthening resilience 

Social safety nets have a demonstrated track record in combating poverty and hunger and 

boosting human development. Evidence from middle-income countries shows that conditional and 

unconditional cash transfer programmes can transform the lives of millions of people (Fiszbein, Schady 

and Ferreira, 2009). Brazil’s extraordinary progress in reducing extreme poverty and hunger after 2007 

was fuelled by the expansion of social safety net programmes. There is also a growing body of evidence 

from LICs and LMICs of the positive impact of these non-contributory social assistance programmes, such 

as conditional and unconditional cash transfers, in-kind interventions, public works, and targeted economic 

inclusion interventions (Bastagli et al., 2019).  

Cash transfer programmes have been found to boost a wide range of food security indicators. 

Although the benefits are highly contingent on the scale, timing, and predictability of the transfers 

(Hoddinott, Sandström and Upton, 2014; Tiwari et al., 2016; Manley, Alderman and Gentilini, 2022), there 

is consistent evidence of impact in areas relevant to the current SDG delivery gaps on hunger and poverty 

eradication. In 2016, an FAO-led Transfer Project documented the positive contribution of cash transfer 

interventions across a wide range of government-led programmes, highlighting impacts on smallholder 

agriculture and rural areas (Davis et al., 2016). One recent meta-analysis of 115 studies of unconditional 

cash transfers found sizeable benefits for incomes and assets, leading to further advantages for child 

nutrition, school enrolment, and food security. Households were able to use cash transfers to 

simultaneously increase consumption and investment, generating immediate short-term gains and raising 

long-term productivity. The findings were consistent across rural and urban settings, with the authors 

concluding ‘unconditional cash transfers deliver robust, context-invariant gains’ (Crosta et al., 2024). 

While much current evidence is built on national and sub-national evaluation, it has a profound 

relevance for the global SDG trends noted above – and for the countries and communities where 

poverty, fragility and the climate crisis coincide. As the share of the extreme poor living in countries 

affected by fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV) rises, greater attention has to be paid to the distinctive 

challenges these countries pose for international efforts to reduce poverty. Those challenges include not 

just the external shocks that come with violence and displacement, but also limited access to basic 

services, high levels of background deprivation, and weak governance.  

Climate change amplifies vulnerability. While exposure to hazards and risks caused by climate change 

is global and national, vulnerabilities are localised and highly contingent on coping capacities. Poor 

households in FCV countries exposed to climate shocks typically lack the savings and access to basic 

services needed to smooth consumption and avoid the distress sale of assets. Income losses caused by 

drought and other climate events force households to adopt ‘coping’ mechanisms that combine immediate 

welfare losses with harmful long-term impacts, including reduced nutrition, loss of the productive assets 

needed to support early recovery, and withdrawal of children from school (inter alia Dercon, 2004; 

Kazianga and Udry, 2004). The net effect is that the poor experience great harm to their welfare, recover 

more slowly from shocks, and are more vulnerable to future shocks, creating a vicious circle (Hill and 

Narayan, 2020). 

Well-designed and properly financed social safety net programmes can protect people from 

climate and conflict shocks, strengthen coping strategies, and build resilience. The growing use of 

safety net interventions in FCV settings has created a compelling evidence base to support the case for 

expanded provision. Cash transfers, in-kind food assistance and food voucher programmes have 

protected or increased food consumption in FCV countries affected by extreme climate events (Schwab, 

2019; Guardia, Lake and Saidi, 2024). Bundled with wider measures, they have also helped improve 

education and health. Niger’s Wadata Talaka safety net programme, for example, simultaneously 
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increased consumption, improved nutrition, and built resilience against future shocks (World Bank, 

2025b). Employment-based interventions such as Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Programme have 

similarly enabled households to protect assets and food security during crises (Dadzie, 2025). More 

broadly, cash transfer programmes have a demonstrated effect in reducing vulnerability in non-FCV 

settings. For example, Zambia’s Social Cash Transfer Programme, which reaches over 1.2 million people, 

has improved both food security and health (Storchi et al., 2025).  

Safety net programmes offer several advantages in settings where fragility, conflict and violence 

coincide with acute climate vulnerabilities. Where basic social welfare infrastructures are 

underdeveloped, governments and donors can use digital technologies and mobile banking to identify and 

reach target populations. The potential for rapidly designing, developing and scaling up safety net 

interventions is illustrated by Togo’s Novissi programme, which delivered contactless cash support during 

the COVID-19 pandemic (World Bank, 2021). Moreover, the safety nets provided can be expanded or 

retracted in response to specific climate events. The Hunger Safety Net Programme in Kenya and 

Somalia’s Baxnaano programme illustrate the flexibility that can be provided through targeted digital cash 

transfers (Box 1).  

 
Box 1. Kenya and Somalia scale up safety nets in response to shocks  

Safety nets in both Kenya and Somalia have been scaled up both horizontally (by adding 
beneficiaries) and vertically (by adding payments to existing beneficiaries) in response to various 
shocks including COVID-19, droughts, floods and locust swarms.  

The Hunger Safety Net Programme, one of four programmes in Kenya’s safety net system, 
provides unconditional regular cash payments to vulnerable households in eight of the poorest 
arid and semi-arid counties where background poverty is high and vulnerability to drought is 
acute. A core group of 133,000 households – around one quarter of those in the counties 
covered – receives cash payments through electronic transfers. When drought becomes more 
severe, another 100,000 households receive a one-off emergency payment.  

Evaluations have found significant benefits for consumption and nutrition among poor 
households and significant income multiplier effects as transfers filter into the local economy, 
with every Kenyan shilling provided generating between 1.38 and 1.98 shillings. Expansion of 
the safety net programme in Kenya is managed by the National Drought Management Authority 
(NDMA), which maintains a social register using national IDs linked to mobile banking or e-
money accounts.  

In Somalia, the Baxnaano programme has provided the government with a safety net platform 
since 2019 for reaching households facing chronic poverty and acute climate risks. In its first two 
years, the programme reached over 1 million people, around 9% of the population, illustrating 
the potential for rapid scale-up. Baxnaano’s built-in shock response system has facilitated rapid 
scale-ups during a locust outbreak in 2020 and protracted droughts. The programme includes an 
unconditional cash transfer of around USD 20 a month delivered through mobile money 
accounts to households on a social registry. A shock response facility provides for a temporary 
top-up to existing beneficiaries and a flat benefit to non-Baxnaano beneficiaries facing shock-
related vulnerabilities. 

Sources: Al-Ahmadi and Zampaglione, 2022; Menon, Odindo and Galinié, 2024. 

 

The Sahel region illustrates in microcosm both the intersection of poverty, fragility and climate, 

and the opportunities for social protection. The region is one of the poorest in the world, with some of 

its worst human development indicators. Violence, conflict, and displacement have increased and 

intensified over the past decade, compounding poverty and hindering economic growth and social 

development. In 2024, the region was home to 7.6 million people who were refugees or internally 

displaced, and 16 million who were facing acute food insecurity (World Bank, 2024e). Global warming is 

intensifying heatwaves, droughts, and floods, and making rainfall less predictable. Extreme heat and 

disrupted rainfall patterns are undermining livelihoods and intensifying competition for resources between 

pastoralists and settled farmers, further exacerbating intercommunal violence, political instability, and 

poverty (Belesova et al., 2019; Raineri, 2020; Jalani, 2023). 
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No region captures more powerfully than the Sahel the combination of high exposure to risk and 

the vulnerability of people whose coping capacities are low. The 2024 Humanitarian Needs Overview 

for the region estimated that USD 4.7 billion was needed to meet the most urgent assistance needs 

(OCHA, 2024a) – double the level in 2019 (OCHA, 2019). Yet the Sahel, for all of the immense 

governance challenges, also hosts the Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program (SASSP), a multi-donor 

trust fund managed by the World Bank, which reached 1.2 million people in 2024. Governments have built 

national systems such as the Programme National de Bourses de Sécurité Familiale in Senegal and 

Tekavoul in Mauritania. Social registries developed under SASSP have identified two-thirds of vulnerable 

target populations, facilitating flexible scale-up. While the use of national systems and effectiveness of 

adaptive social protection programmes have inevitably been affected by political instability – notably in 

Chad and Niger – the durability of the systems bears a remarkable testimony to the depth of national 

ownership. (Kreidler et al., 2022)  

2.4 Social protection coverage, including safety net provision, is 
weakest where it should be strongest 

Social protection systems provide a vital part of the public policy armoury for countering the risks 

and vulnerabilities generated by economic shocks. Beyond the benefits to individuals, social 

protection systems provide wider macroeconomic benefits by stimulating demand, acting as a stabiliser, 

and supporting human capital development. The rapid expansion of social protection systems during the 

COVID-19 pandemic played a pivotal role in containing the economic fallout, especially in richer countries 

with the fiscal space to finance a broad range of interventions (Gentilini et al., 2022). 

The progress report on social protection coverage includes good and bad news.6 Since 2015, 

coverage rates have been climbing steadily. COVID-19 prompted the largest scale-up of social protection 

transfers in history – and the food crisis in 2021 triggered another spike. Emergency payments were made 

to as many as 1.7 billion people in LICs and MICs during the COVID-19 pandemic – more than half of 

them first-time recipients (Gentilini et al., 2022). Low-income countries have achieved extraordinary 

advances. Over the past decade, the LIC population living in extreme poverty covered by at least one 

social protection measure has increased by 17 percentage points (World Bank, 2025d). Even so, LICs and 

LMICs account for most of the 2 billion people around the world uncovered by social protection or 

inadequately covered.  

Some caution has to be attached to the term ‘coverage’ in the context of social protection, given 

the inadequacy of transfers and disparities in coverage. The World Bank estimates that for 400 million 

people, social protection transfers are too meagre to enable an escape from poverty or recovery from 

weather-related shocks, and that 88% of the extreme poor were missed or inadequately covered by social 

protection (World Bank, 2025d). Marked inequalities linked to wealth, gender, the rural-urban divide, and 

formal versus informal employment are a recurrent theme in the distribution of benefits from social 

protection investment.  

The benefits of social protection are trickling down to vulnerable countries and communities far 

too slowly. Four in every five people in LICs live beyond the reach of current social protection systems. 

Half of the population of LMICs is similarly denied access to social protection. The World Bank estimates 

that on current trends, it would take until 2045 for the benefits of social protection to reach the poorest 

20% of households around the world. Such an outcome would represent an injustice and a lost 

opportunity to accelerate progress towards eradicating poverty and hunger.  

Social protection coverage is dominated by social assistance, especially in LICs and LMICs. 

Globally, social assistance is the biggest part of social protection systems. As a non-contributory 

component of social protection, social assistance is critically important for vulnerable populations unable 

to afford participation in contributory schemes (such as pensions, unemployment benefits, and social 

_________ 

6 Following paragraphs are based on World Bank and ILO reports (International Labour Organization, 2024; World 

Bank, 2025d). 
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health insurance). Like social protection coverage more broadly, social assistance coverage has been on 

an upward trend. It now reaches 42% of the world’s population – a 9 percentage point increase over a 

decade. Around 70% of total social assistance expenditures are transferred through cash in the form of 

social pensions and conditional or unconditional cash transfers (Andrews, Iyengar and Okamura, 2025). 

The difference between overall social protection coverage and social assistance coverage rises with 

average income. For LICs and most LMICs, social protection and social assistance coverage are broadly 

equivalent. 

Social assistance coverage is marked by extreme disparities between and within countries. The 

World Bank estimates that overall social assistance coverage is 22% in LICs and 40% in LMICs, with FCV 

status reducing coverage by 9-11 percentage points across the two groups. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the 

region accounting for a rapidly growing share of world extreme poverty, and South Asia, the reach of 

social assistance is limited to less than one-third of the population. While social assistance spending is 

broadly progressive, reflecting the targeting of cash transfers and other measures, 42% of the poorest 

quintiles covered in a World Bank analysis of survey data from 68 countries received no social assistance 

(Andrews, Iyengar and Okamura, 2025). 

The adequacy of social assistance transfers is highly variable, but again inversely related to 

needs. On average, social assistance globally represents just under one-fifth of the income levels of 

recipients. However, that average masks extreme disparities. Measured as a share of consumption, 

benefit levels rise with average income. For recipients in the poorest quintiles of LICs and LMICs, the 

benefits represent 10-11% of consumption. Globally, social assistance transfers have had a marked effect 

on poverty levels, lifting 37% of recipients out of extreme poverty. In LICs and LMICs the effects have 

been far more muted, reflecting the limited transfers and the depth of poverty. The average reduction in 

headcount poverty is estimated by the World Bank at 1% for LICs and 6% for LMICs (Andrews, Iyengar 

and Okamura, 2025). 

The divergence between extreme poverty rates and social assistance can be illustrated by 

reference to ILO data on cash-based social assistance (Figure 1). LICs have extreme poverty rates 

six times the world average, but social assistance coverage rates that are one-fifth of the global average. 

From an SDG financing perspective, the gaps point to an opportunity to accelerate poverty reduction 

through increased and more equitable financing in countries marked by low levels of social assistance and 

high levels of poverty. 
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Figure 1 Social assistance coverage (2023) is inversely related to extreme poverty headcount 

(2024) 

Sources: ILO World Social Protection Report 2024–26; 2024 World Bank Development Indicators.  

 

Current safety net coverage patterns offer a limited defence against the growing vulnerabilities 

that accompany conflict, fragility, and the climate crisis. These vulnerabilities interact to reinforce 

poverty, undermine opportunity, and increase exposure to future shocks. A snapshot picture of these 

overlapping vulnerabilities can be built by looking at countries (i) categorised as fragile states; (ii) in the 

bottom quarter of the Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN) index of climate vulnerability, 

and (iii) affected by protracted humanitarian emergencies (Swithern et al., 2025). Twelve countries – 

among them Afghanistan, Burkina Faso, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, Mali, and Sudan –figure 

on all three lists. Another 17 appear in both the fragile and climate-vulnerable lists. Collectively, these 29 

countries include in their ranks almost two-thirds of all low-income countries and are home to over 800 

million people. Poverty is endemic, with a mean headcount incidence of 45%. Despite the extreme need 

and potential benefits, less than one in five people in the 29 countries receive any social protection 

coverage, and the median coverage rate is just 11%.  

Our country lists illustrate the extent of overlapping vulnerabilities but understate the extent of the 

risks posed by the interaction of poverty, conflict, and the climate crisis. Drawing parameters 

around unpredictable climate vulnerabilities is an inherently uncertain exercise – and indexing exercises 

rely on the interpretation of imperfect data sources. Similarly, broad definitions of fragility and conflict can 

obscure marked differences between and within countries. However, what emerges very clearly from the 

data is the sheer scale of vulnerability facing a large group of countries and a large segment of the world’s 

households living in extreme poverty. For people living under the USD 3/day poverty threshold without 

safety net protection, even minor shocks linked to climate – a slightly more protracted drought, delayed or 

more intense rainfall, a heatwave – can reinforce poverty traps and transmit deprivation across 

generations (Dercon, 2006; Carter et al., 2007; Hallegate et al., 2016). While patterns of coping vary 

across and within countries, the poorest households invariably struggle most with shocks, adopting 

strategies which impose significant immediate welfare costs and long-term harm to well-being. 
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Figure 2 Overlapping vulnerabilities – protracted humanitarian crises, conflict and fragility, and 

acute climate threats (2025 data) 

 

Sources: OECD, ALNAP, ND-GAIN7  

The current mismatch between vulnerability and social protection coverage threatens to slow 

down, stall, or reverse progress in human development across a large group of countries. Social 

protection coverage is heavily skewed towards countries facing lower levels of climate vulnerability and 

fragility (Figure 3). A large group of climate-vulnerable fragile LICs and LMICs have coverage rates of less 

_________ 

7 Note: The OECD measures fragility as the combination of exposure to risk and the insufficient resilience of a state, 

system and/or community to manage, absorb or mitigate those risks, using a multidimensional fragility framework 

based on 56 indicators of risk and resilience across six dimensions: economic, environmental, political, security, 

societal and human (OECD, 2025b); The list of protracted crisis countries (PCCs) includes countries with five or more 

consecutive years of UN-coordinated appeals as of 2024, excluding those countries which are hosting refugees 

(ALNAP, 2025); Climate vulnerable countries are those in the bottom quarter of the Notre Dame Global Adaptation 

Initiative (GAIN) Index on climate vulnerability which measures overall vulnerability by considering six life-supporting 

sectors – food, water, health, ecosystem service, human habitat, and infrastructure (ND-GAIN, 2025). 
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than 10%. If the world is to prevent climate- and conflict-related shocks from undermining hard-won gains 

in human development, there is an urgent need to invest in the social safety nets needed to protect people 

from those shocks. Raising coverage rates for the 29 countries in the overlapping fragile and vulnerable 

group from current levels to 50% would entail bringing an additional 311 million people under the umbrella 

of social protection systems. 

 

Figure 3 Social protection coverage (2023) is weakest where climate vulnerabilities and fragility are 

greatest (2025) 

Sources: ND-GAIN, ILO, OECD. 

Notes: Data is shown for countries with data for both indicators only. The latest available data for social 

protection coverage from the ILO is 2023. Data on fragility (from the OECD) and climate vulnerability (from 

ND-GAIN) is for 2025.  

The opportunity represents the flip side of the limited coverage and adequacy of social assistance. 

Some caution has to be exercised in interpreting limited and fragmented data. However, it is evident that 

extreme poverty and elevated risk are heavily concentrated in LICs and LMICs, climate-vulnerable, and 

FCV states with limited social assistance and levels of financial transfer that are inadequate in relation to 

need. Scaling up social assistance finance in these countries, with a strong focus on vulnerable groups 

and currently underserved communities, could act as a powerful catalyst for accelerated progress towards 

the SDGs on poverty and hunger. Early investment could enable vulnerable households and communities 

to build the resilience needed to avoid harmful coping strategies, supporting recovery and enabling 

countries to maintain poverty reduction efforts during crisis episodes. As in other areas of human 

development, crisis prevention through social protection is a more effective option than delayed 

humanitarian cure. 

Digital public infrastructure (DPI) could provide an opportunity to rapidly scale up social 

protection. Digital technologies and mobile banking are driving down the cost of social protection, 

creating opportunities to improve targeting by developing social registries to identify vulnerable 

populations. On a societal scale, digital technologies can support the design, development, and 
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implementation of payment systems targeting the extreme poor (Kharas and McArthur, 2023).8 There has 

been a step-increase in international cooperation to develop digital public infrastructures in lower-income 

countries, notably through the World Bank’s G2Px initiative9 and the multi-partner 50-in-5 initiative.10 Out 

of 72 countries with high levels of extreme poverty (including 59 eligible for IDA financing), nine countries 

are using DPI for identification and payments at an advanced level, and a further 38 are using DPI for 

payments or identification in pilot or planning phases (Kharas et al., 2025). These 47 countries are home 

to over 400 million people living in extreme poverty, including 21 of the 29 countries most vulnerable to the 

overlapping impacts of climate change and fragility identified in Figure 2. While digital technology is not a 

silver bullet, and in fragile states, in particular, the implementation of social registries needs careful 

consideration, further advances in DPI could allow social protection systems to expand more rapidly and 

improve their efficiency. 

Social registries identifying vulnerable households are a key part of the infrastructure for scaling 

up social safety net coverage. Databases identifying poor and vulnerable households can enable 

governments and donors to use digital payment systems, ensuring that people are reached quickly. 

Registries can also allow flexible expansion and contraction of social safety net programmes in response 

to – and in anticipation of – droughts, floods, and other shocks.  

 

3. THE FINANCING LANDSCAPE FOR SOCIAL 

PROTECTION  

Achieving the SDG goal of establishing nationally appropriate social protection systems for all, 

with the ambition of achieving substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable by 2030, will 

require a step increase in finance. Whatever precise interpretation is placed upon the second objective, 

it is clear that increased – and more efficient – investment will be required across a large group of LICs 

and LMICs, especially FCV states. Where coverage is limited, there are also clear gaps in financing and 

insufficient benefits. For illustrative purposes, the World Bank estimates that an additional USD 311 billion 

would be required to lift the poorest 20% above the extreme poverty threshold, even with efficiency gains 

in social assistance spending. Given that over 40% of the population in sub-Saharan Africa is below the 

USD 3.00/day extreme poverty line, that figure represents a low-end assessment. 

If the benefits are to reach the poorest and most vulnerable, much of the increase in social 

protection financing will have to be directed towards social assistance. Social assistance is the main 

pillar of social protection in LICs and LMICs and the primary vehicle for delivering benefits to the poor. 

While the coverage of contributory social protection programmes increases with national and household 

income, non-contributory programmes are critical for those at risk of exclusion because of poverty. 

Financing for national programmes in LICs and LMICs is dominated by conditional and unconditional cash 

transfers. However, food and in-kind transfers also play an important role, accounting for 26% of spending 

in LICs and 8% in LMICs (Andrews, Iyengar and Okamura, 2025).  

National financing profiles shift with income levels and FCV context. Most LMICs finance social 

assistance programmes through domestic resource mobilisation. The average share of domestic finance 

for these countries is 86%. That share falls markedly (to 66%) for FCV states among the LMICs, with 

external donors accounting for 29% of spending. LICs finance just under one-third of their programmes 

through domestic finance (World Bank, 2025d). However, external finance accounts for three-quarters of 

social assistance funding in LICs that are FCV states. These background figures point to a challenge. Any 

_________ 

8 Societal scale digital technologies differ in scope and purpose from technologies that are siloed within individual 

ministries and agencies. 

9 See: Government-to-person (G2Px) 

10 See: Implementing digital public infrastructure, safely and inclusively – 50-in-5 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/g2px
https://50in5.net/
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rapid scale-up of social assistance coverage is likely to require a mix of increased domestic and donor 

finance, coupled with efficiency measures. 

Humanitarian finance plays an important role in financing social safety net-type interventions in 

many LICs and LMICs, notably those affected by conflict. Humanitarian finance is channelled through 

different (principally UN) agencies and on different (typically shorter) terms than development finance. 

However, there are significant areas of overlap between them with respect to the financing of social safety 

net-type interventions. Cash and voucher assistance (CVA) is the primary source of humanitarian finance 

with a bearing on the provision of social safety nets. While in-kind food aid is also a significant component 

of social safety net provision in some countries, CVA is arguably more closely aligned with national social 

protection systems. Data constraints also make it difficult to identify the share of food aid directed to social 

assistance programmes.  

While humanitarian aid has distinctive objectives, there is a strong case for further strengthening 

integration with wider development financing efforts. Some humanitarian aid is directed towards 

countries and contexts that are beyond the reach of longer-term development financing for building and 

supporting social protection systems. When lives are at stake, immediate humanitarian emergency 

responses are often vital. Yet the distinctions between ‘lifesaving’ humanitarian aid and development 

financing aimed at building resilience through social protection are often overstated. One consequence is 

a failure to develop more efficient and integrated approaches to social protection when needed. As the 

recent High-Level Panel on Social Protection in Fragile and Conflict-Affected Settings convened by the 

UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) put it: “Humanitarian, development and 

peace actors have made progress in complementarity and collaboration but often continue to work in silos. 

Although efforts have been made to enhance linkages, humanitarian cash programmes and social 

protection systems may be designed without clear two-way transition paths, including due to complex 

contextual factors, leaving countries dependent on temporary structures” (High-Level Panel on Social 

Protection in Fragile and Conflict-Affected Settings, 2025), Recognition of the problem is a familiar theme 

from earlier reports. The language of the FCDO report echoes themes identified by a 2016 high-level 

commission convened by the UN Secretary General (see below) (High-Level Panel on Humanitarian 

Financing, 2016). What has changed is the imperative to act. With the fiscal pressures on governments 

mounting and aid budgets under pressure, there is a real and present danger that the already wide gap in 

social protection coverage will widen further, with countries and communities in greatest need of support 

being left further behind. 

3.1 Domestic resource mobilisation 

Income level is the strongest determinant of social protection spending, with some marked 

variations. LICs allocate 1.6% and LMICs 3.7% of GDP to social protection. Within that envelope, only 

around 1% of GDP in both cases goes to social assistance – equivalent to USD 6 per capita for LICs and 

USD 66 for LMICs. Behind this broad-brush picture, there are some marked variations in domestic 

financing efforts. An earlier ODI analysis found that one quarter of LICs spent more than 10% of their 

revenues on social protection, while another quarter spent less than 2% (Evans et al., 2023). 

Such discrepancies point to the critical role of national politics in determining spending priorities 

– but the scope for additional domestic resource mobilisation should not be overstated. All 

governments face fiscal choices and trade-offs. For LICs and LMICs seeking to increase the resource 

envelope for social protection financing, increasing the tax-to-GDP ratio and raising the share of tax 

revenue allocated to social protection offer routes to higher levels of investment. One plausible estimate 

puts the untapped revenue potential at 2.6% of GDP for LICs and 4.6% for LMICs over the medium term 

(McNabb, Danquah and Tagem, 2021; Oppel, McNabb and Chachu, 2022). On the spending side of the 

equation, slower growth, the rising burden of debt service, and restricted access to affordable 

development finance have left many countries facing an acute fiscal squeeze.  

Estimates of the social protection financing gap point to the critical importance of cost-sharing in 

any plan for scale-up. Any cost estimation is contingent on the level and coverage of prospective social 

protection financing. Current ILO analysis puts the financing gap for a ‘social protection floor’ in LICs at 

19.8% of their combined GDP (International Labour Organization, 2024), while another study puts the cost 
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at 4% of GDP (Kidd, Athias and Claxton, 2025). Leaving aside the differences in methodology, a rapid 

scale-up will clearly require substantial international support, with greater and more equitable domestic 

finance supplemented by increased aid. 

3.2 International development finance and humanitarian CVA 

Development financing for social protection is marked by relatively high levels of donor 

concentration. In 2023, just over USD 10 billion in development finance was geared towards social 

protection, split roughly evenly between highly concessional official development assistance (ODA) and 

other forms of development finance. Development financing is dominated by the World Bank and regional 

development banks, supplemented by a small group of major bilateral donors. The World Bank’s IBRD 

and IDA alone account for two-thirds of international development finance reported through the OECD 

Development Assistance Committee (DAC). In 2023, IDA accounted for USD 3 billion in official 

development assistance for the poorest countries, with five donors accounting for another USD 800 

million. Concentration creates its own risks because it means that even small shifts in the financing 

provided by key donors can have outsized effects on the overall resource envelope. But it also means that 

social protection finance is less institutionally fragmented than other sectors (Table 1).  

 

Table 1 Social protection development finance is less fragmented than in other sectors: share of 

aid accounted for by top donors 

Sector Top 3 donors Top 10 donors 

Social protection 83% 95% 

Health 58% 81% 

Education 45% 77% 

Overall 40% 68% 

Source: OECD Creditor Reporting System (CRS). 

 

Climate finance currently plays a marginal role in social protection development financing. 

International public finance for climate adaptation reached USD 22 billion in 2024 (UNEP, 2024). However, 

the main reporting system on adaptation finance reports no social protection spending (Climate Policy 
Initiative, 2025). This is consistent with wider evidence. One review of social protection financing 

channelled through multilateral climate funds in 2022-2023 found that only USD 186 million was 

committed to social protection, with over half linked to two Green Climate Fund projects (Sengupta and 
Sivanu, 2024). The Global Environment Facility (GEF), the largest fund, allocated just USD 3 million. These 

figures do come with the important caveat that reporting systems may fail to capture social protection 

financing delivered as part of wider projects. Even so, detailed project analysis confirms a picture of 

limited support. One recent evaluation of Green Climate Fund projects concluded that weak coordination 

between climate and social protection actors contributed to a portfolio in which ‘social protection remains 

limited and unevenly distributed, especially in low-income countries’.  

Concerns have also been raised over the equity of climate finance investment. On one estimate, 

less than 10% of international climate finance reaches the local level, while smallholder farmers, who are 

the most vulnerable to climate disruptions, receive a meagre 1.7% of climate finance (De Schutter, 2025). 
That trickle-down effect is inconsistent with the distribution of risk and vulnerability in agriculture. As a 

landmark report from the UN Food and Agriculture Organization has demonstrated, heatwaves, droughts, 

and unpredictable rainfall take their greatest toll on smallholder farmers, especially those reliant on rainfed 

agriculture (FAO, 2024). 

Cash and voucher assistance (CVA) makes a distinctive contribution in many FCV states. In 2024, 

humanitarian CVA amounted to USD 9.7 billion. Delivery was dominated by the World Food Programme 

(WFP), which accounts for one-third of all CVA and over half of that channelled through the UN system. 

WFP acts as an intermediary for major bilateral donors providing CVA support for humanitarian response, 

rather than as a financing entity in its own right. Other major intermediaries include UN agencies, 
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international non-governmental organisations, and agencies of the Red Cross/Red Crescent (Figure 4). 

The use of CVA in humanitarian responses has increased markedly. WFP introduced its first CVA 

programmes in 2008. By 2023, CVA accounted for 39% of its overall assistance portfolio (WFP Executive 

Board, 2024). While there is uncertainty over the data, CVA is now estimated to account for around one-

fifth of humanitarian aid (CALP Network, 2023).  

 

Figure 4 WFP and other UN agencies are the prime delivery channels for humanitarian CVA (2023) 

Sources: CALP Network and WFP. Data is for 2023. 

Note: RCRC=Red Cross Red Crescent.  

Figures 5 and 6 provide a summary overview of development finance and humanitarian CVA. They 

capture the dominant role of the World Bank’s IBRD/IDA in development finance, with the EU, Germany, 

the UK and Japan dominating bilateral aid flows. While WFP is not a donor in the traditional sense but an 

intermediary financing mechanism, it has not been possible to determine the source or earmarked CVA 

support. The US has, until recently, been a major donor to WFP and the largest bilateral source of 

humanitarian CVA (see below). 
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Figure 5 The twin pillars of financing for social safety nets: humanitarian aid and development 

finance (2023) 

 

Sources: OECD Creditor Reporting System (CRS); Swithern et al. (2025): CALP Network, UNOCHA 

Financial Tracking Service (FTS), WFP. 

Note: HA = humanitarian assistance; ODA = official development assistance; OOF = other official finance; 

ODF = official development finance (ODA + OFF). 

Figure 6 Humanitarian and development finance delivery is dominated by a small group of actors 

Notes: ODA = official development assistance; OOF = other official finance. FTS = UNOCHA Financial 

Tracking Service. The CVA data shown is partial with the FTS and WFP data together containing USUSD 

5.8 billion out of the USUSD 9.7 billion total. FTS CVA estimates have excluded WFP CVA to avoid 

double-counting. The bulk of WFP's income is earmarked, and donor information is not included for CVA. 

The latest available data is for 2023.  

Sources: OECD Creditor Reporting System (CRS) and UNOCHA FTS. 
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There are important differences, and areas of overlap, between development and humanitarian 

finance. While the World Bank’s IBRD hard loan window is the main source of finance for social 

protection, support for LICs and LMICs is provided on a long-term basis through the IDA or through 

bilateral aid programmes. Borrowing terms for the World Bank’s IDA portfolio for social protection – 

reported at USD 15.5 billion for 2025 – typically involve a 10-year grace period with repayments over 30-

40 years. Development finance for social protection is heavily geared towards national programmes with 

donors involved at the country level in coordination activities (see Section 3). 

Humanitarian CVA, by contrast, is typically provided in the form of short-term allocations to 

finance humanitarian appeals based on UN-led humanitarian needs assessments. Conducted on an 

annual basis, these assessments aggregate estimates for the population to be reached with CVA and the 

costs of reaching them. Typically, between 40-50% of appeals’ target amounts are financed, resulting in 

an agency-by-agency rationing process. Most CVA financing is delivered through UN agencies and 

INGOs, sometimes under the governance umbrella of humanitarian pooled funds. While it is difficult to 

establish the share of CVA delivered in the form of multi-year finance, it remains limited (Metcalfe-Hough, 

Fenton and Manji, 2023).  

At the country level, development finance and humanitarian CVA travel through different 

institutional channels. Development finance for social protection has bucked a global trend towards aid 

that bypasses government budgets. Around three-quarters of all ODA is now delivered through non-

government agencies (World Bank, 2024b). By contrast, 90% of development finance for social protection 

is channelled through national budgets (Figure 7), reflecting the dominance of multilateral aid and 

multilateral development bank financing (which always flows through national budgets). In contrast, 

humanitarian CVA is delivered almost entirely outside of government mechanisms (Figure 7). Figure 8 

provides a more granular picture of the conduits through which development finance passes.  

 

Figure 7 Most official development finance for social protection is delivered through public finance 

channels (2023) 

Source: UNOCHA FTS, CALP Network and OECD CRS 
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Figure 8 Tracking delivery channels for official development assistance (2023) 

Source: OECD CRS. 

Notes: USD disbursements, constant 2022 prices. Data in the Sankey chart includes ODA only. 

The higher level of donor concentration in development finance for social protection obscures 

some significant fragmentation issues. Official development finance is marked by a very long tail of 

donor support, with 46 bilateral agencies, multilateral organisations, and other platforms delivering USD 

0.5 billion in development finance (Figure 9). Some governments receive ODA for social protection from a 

large number of donors through a large array of delivery channels. For example, in 2023, Mozambique 

and Tanzania both received ODA for social protection from 15 donors, Burkina Faso from 12, Cameroon 

from 11, and Bangladesh from 10. The fragmentation is also reflected in disbursement values: over 4,700 

social protection disbursements recorded in the OECD CRS amounted to less than USD 1 million, with 

90% valued at less than USD 100,000 (Annex 2).  

Figure 9 The long tail of development finance for social protection (2023) 

 

 

Note: ODA = official development assistance; OOF = other official finance. Data is for 2023. 

Source: OECD CRS. 
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Pooling through the humanitarian system for CVA remains limited. Efforts have been made to pool 

resources through the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF), a multi-donor facility which finances 

‘forgotten crises’, early response, and ‘anticipatory action’, and country-based/regional pooled funds, both 

of which channel a larger share of resources through local agencies (CERF, 2023). However, CERF and 

humanitarian pooled funds continue to play a limited role in CVA financing. CERF provided USD 105 

million in 2024, representing just 1% of all CVA funding. And over half (54%) of CERF-funded response 

was implemented by WFP. While pooled funds covered 23 countries in 2024, they only managed USD 1.2 

billion of funding, just 2.6% of all humanitarian spending (Annex 3). Separate figures for the proportion 

managed for CVA are not readily available, but assuming the same proportion as for CERF (18%), 

country-based pooled funds would have managed only USD 220 million of CVA spending or 2% of the 

global total. Moreover, while humanitarian pooled funds offer advantages for coordination, they are largely 

project-based and typically rely on short-term finance. What humanitarian pooled funds do not do is shift 

power and resources towards the national systems that are vital for delivering effective social protection. 

The balance between development finance and humanitarian CVA varies enormously between 

countries, with no clear rationale. Figure 10 illustrates this point for the 29 countries with overlapping 

climate and fragility vulnerabilities identified in Figure 2. On average, CVA accounts for 57% of support 

and development finance for 43%, with marked variations. The shares inevitably change with surges in 

humanitarian finance. Even so, what emerges is a picture of development finance and humanitarian CVA 

playing a dual role in the provision of social safety nets. 

 

Figure 10 The humanitarian CVA and development finance split for social protection: financing 

shares across 29 countries facing overlapping climate and fragility vulnerabilities (2023) 

Note: The CVA represented is partial, with the FTS and WFP containing USUSD 5.9 billion out of the 

USUSD 9.7 billion total. Adjustments have been made to avoid double-counting of ODA coded to SP that 

is delivered by WFP or other actors also captured on FTS. Note social protection (CRS data) and CVA 

(FTS data) covers funding to these programmes whereas WFP data covers CVA that was delivered to 

recipients.  

Sources: OECD CRS; WFP CVA and FTS CVA. 

 

Measured in per capita terms, development finance for social protection and humanitarian CVA is 

limited and highly variable. In 2023, LICs received USD 6 per capita in finance through development aid 

and humanitarian CVA, while LMICs received USD 1.7 per capita (Figure 11). Further analysis by country 

groupings (Annex 2) shows that aid is skewed towards fragile and more climate-vulnerable states, though 

both indicators have to be treated with caution. Among the 29 countries identified in our overlapping risk 

categories in Figure 2, the spread of reported flows ranges from under USD 5 per capita in countries like 

Sierra Leone, Sudan, and Uganda, to over USD 10 per capita in Malawi, Rwanda, and South Sudan, and 

USD 40 in Somalia. The spread confirms the inadequacy of finance in many LICs and LMICs while raising 

questions over the criteria deployed by donors to guide their country allocations. 
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Figure 11 Per capita aid delivered through humanitarian CVA and development finance for social 

protection by income groups (2023) 

 

Note: The CVA represented is partial, with the FTS and WFP containing USUSD 5.9 billion out of the 

USUSD 9.7 billion total. Data is for 2023. Adjustments have been made to avoid double-counting of ODA 

coded to SP that is delivered by WFP or other actors also captured on FTS. Note social protection (CRS 

data) and CVA (FTS data) covers funding to these programmes whereas WFP data covers CVA that was 

delivered to recipients. 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank. 

3.3 Addressing the humanitarian-development divide 

The data presented in this section raises important questions over the governance and delivery of 

development finance and humanitarian CVA for social protection. Binary distinctions between 

‘lifesaving’ humanitarian aid and ‘opportunity expanding’ development finance have been overtaken by 

real-world events. While some humanitarian aid is necessarily short-term and responsive to emergencies, 

a large share is directed towards protracted crises (ALNAP, 2025; Swithern et al., 2025): 91% of the 2024 

UN fundraising appeal was directed towards emergencies that had lasted at least five years, for example 

(Development Initiatives, 2024a). Across these protracted crisis countries, an already blurred border 

separating ‘humanitarian needs’ from wider development challenges is being dissolved by the interaction 

of extreme poverty, climate change, and conflict. In some contexts, the development of national social 

protection infrastructures provides opportunities to deliver cost-effective CVA through national and local 

partners. In Somalia, for example, CVA is now operating alongside government social protection systems. 

In Mauritania, humanitarian and development agencies came together to support households during the 

2021 lean season using a national social registry and harmonised planning under the national shock-

responsive system (Kreidler et al., 2022). 

While coordination will necessarily be limited in some conflict contexts, in too many cases 

opportunities to coordinate humanitarian and development finance are being lost. Evaluations of 

the adaptive social protection programmes in the Sahel region illustrate the challenges. One study of six 

countries explored in detail the degree of alignment between humanitarian finance and national social 

protection systems supported by the World Bank and other development finance agencies (Kreidler et al., 

2022). The conclusions are telling. In Niger, the authors reported that ‘there are generally few signs of 

convergence, with the two systems working largely in parallel’. The study on Chad concluded that 

‘humanitarian cash assistance programmes have hardly any connection with the national social safety net 

system’. Summarising experience across the six countries, the report concluded: ‘there is widespread 

agreement that responses to predictable and recurrent shocks can and should be integrated into a 

government-led shock-responsive social protection programme, which would free up humanitarian 

capacity and financing to respond to unforeseen needs and crises’. However, convergence was hampered 
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not just by the country context but also by the divergent practices of humanitarian and development 

actors.  

Viewed through the other end of the telescope, a large and growing share of development finance 

for social protection is directed to FCV states. Over the past decade, the share of IDA finance directed 

towards fragile and conflict-affected states has increased fivefold, to 40% – and it is set to rise again. 

Separately, the World Bank has developed a broad array of ‘humanitarian’ response facilities, such as 

IDA’s windows for refugees and crisis response. Like other multilateral development banks, the World 

Bank increasingly navigates the interface between poverty, climate change and conflict. Moreover, World 

Bank Trust Funds have been deployed to finance social protection interventions in countries such as 

Somalia and Yemen. 

While recognising the distinctive features of development finance and humanitarian CVA, it is 

increasingly apparent that integrated approaches to social protection are required. Weak 

coordination raises costs, delays programme implementation, and diminishes impact. Effective 

coordination has the equal and opposite effect. Key informant interviews summarised in Section 3 

underscore these effects and the key role of engagement with governments in creating the conditions for 

effective coordination. In Cambodia, for example, having the Ministry of Economy and Finance chair the 

National Social Protection Council helped to significantly streamline decision-making and external 

financing discussions. The Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program stands out as a regional model of 

coordination among governments and donors. The experience of our 29 countries with overlapping 

climate and fragility risks is instructive in this context. All of those countries or regions with levels of social 

protection coverage above 20% have either a more stable governance context (Bangladesh, Malawi, 

Rwanda and Timor Leste) and/or a longstanding, highly effective coordination mechanism (Ethiopia, Sahel 

and Yemen).  

One of the most glaring weaknesses in coordination is the absence of structures joining up 

development and humanitarian finance. Even in some of the better-performing cases of donor 

coordination – such as in the Sahel and in Somalia – there are separately structured (and separately 

funded) mechanisms running in parallel. For example, WFP and UNICEF have been providing CVA 

through their joint project Supporting Social Protection Systems in the Sahel. While efforts have been 

made to align activities with the World Bank-funded Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Program, it is not 

obvious why a separate institutional structure was required. One reason for the lack of a single 

coordination structure focused on using the government’s own system is the failure of bilateral donors (the 

ultimate funders of World Bank and UN agencies) to insist that there should be one.  

Coordination failures at national and regional levels are mirrored on the global stage. In their public 

policy statements, all UN agencies and multilateral development banks regularly pay lip service to the idea 

of a nexus linking humanitarian response, peacebuilding, and development. Operational practices tell a 

different story. The financing requirements identified in humanitarian needs assessments are derived 

without reference to support from multilateral development banks and bilateral donors, including support 

for social protection (Saez, Konyndyk and Worden, 2021). At a minimum, there would appear to be a 

strong case for a single integrated financing framework for social protection spanning humanitarian and 

development finance. More broadly, institutional governance structures are increasingly at variance with 

the development challenges posed by conflict, climate change, and poverty. The World Bank is not 

represented as a full member on the Inter-Agency Standing Committee, the apex of the system for 

coordinating humanitarian action, and the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs is not 

represented on the World Bank’s Development Committee.  

None of the issues behind the humanitarian-development divide are new. Ten years ago, a High-

Level Panel on Humanitarian Financing co-chaired by Kristalina Georgieva, now managing director of the 

IMF, criticised the humanitarian system’s reliance on short-term finance and the failure to bridge the 

humanitarian-development divide through joint planning. ‘The humanitarian and development worlds’, the 

report concluded, ‘cannot continue to exercise what is at best a benign neglect towards each other’ (High-

Level Panel on Humanitarian Financing, 2016). 
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3.4 The new aid environment 

Deep aid budget cuts are already biting, with more to come. There are uncertainties over the scale of 

impending aid cuts and their implications for the financing of social protection. What is clear is that social 

protection will be affected both by cuts to official development assistance and, even more so, by 

prospective humanitarian aid reductions. One estimate, based on announcements from the 17 largest 

OECD donors, anticipates a USD 52 billion overall decline in aid in 2026 from 2024 levels – a cut of 

around one quarter.11 Social protection financing will be partially shielded from the full impact of the cuts 

because of the dominant role of the World Bank’s IDA, which has retained a USD 100 billion financing 

capacity for the 2025-2028 period. However, bilateral aid cuts by major donors such as Germany and the 

United Kingdom will have an impact. We estimate conservatively that ODA for social protection finance 

could fall by around USD 500 million, or 5% of the levels reported for 2023 (Annex 2).  

Cuts to humanitarian CVA could be far deeper – and the early impacts are already in evidence. 

Between 2022 and 2024, CVA financing fell from USD 10.6 billion to USD 8.2 billion, and from 22% to 

19% of humanitarian finance. A further decline is forecast for 2025 as cuts to US aid, which has accounted 

for over 40% of CVA finance, take effect (CALP Network, McCormack and Crew, 2025). Recent estimates 

suggest that 2025 CVA will decline to USD 5.6 billion – below the level in 2019 (CALP Network, 2025). 

The cuts are already in train. Both WFP and UNICEF were forced to announce deep reductions in CVA 

programmes. WFP is facing severe funding shortfalls, with projected finance dropping by one-third, 

prompting the reduction or suspension of a large number of CVA programmes (WFP, 2025a). UNICEF is 

projecting a 20% cut in core funding in 2025-2026 (Nichols, 2025).  

Several countries with a high level of dependence on CVA for social safety net financing are facing 

major reductions. These include Afghanistan (where the USD 208.9 million in CVA represented 54% of 

external safety net financing), Somalia (where WFP provided USD 458.7 million in CVA, or 69% of 

external safety net financing), and Yemen (where WFP provided USD 83.9 million in CVA, or 23% of 

external safety net financing). In each of these cases, WFP estimates that its operations could face 

caseload cuts of at least 500,000 people (WFP, 2025a).12  

The deteriorating aid environment raises questions of direct relevance to the case for a virtual 

financing mechanism. Given the drastic cuts to humanitarian financing, a humanitarian cash grab is 

certainly not what is being advocated, but the closer integration of approaches to social protection, which 

address glaring coordination weaknesses, which, if unaddressed, could compound the consequences of 

these cuts. Given the acute dependence of LICs and some LMICs on external financing, cuts in grant aid 

could act as a powerful brake on progress towards universal social protection. While beyond the scope of 

this report, strategies for reversing the aid cuts and exploring wider financing options – such as debt relief 

and innovative finance more broadly – will remain critical. More immediately, the spotlight has to shift to 

practical strategies aimed at getting more out of less through domestic resource mobilisation, more 

efficient and equitable national spending, and its counterpart of more efficient and equitable international 

cooperation. We return to those issues in Section 4 after first presenting country-level evidence on the 

scope for enhanced efficiency in aid delivery. 

 

 

 

_________ 

11 See: Aid Tracker 

12 The figures cited are for 2023. 

https://donortracker.org/publications/budget-cuts-tracker
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4. LESSONS FROM THE COORDINATION OF 

EXTERNAL FINANCING FOR SOCIAL 

PROTECTION AT THE COUNTRY LEVEL  

Accelerated progress towards universal social protection in the new aid environment will require 

enhanced country delivery and strengthened international cooperation. This section of the report 

looks at the relationship between these imperatives. Establishing the effectiveness or otherwise of donor 

support and coordination is inherently difficult. Perspectives can be highly contingent on the experiences 

of individual actors, country context, and wider government-donor relations. In this section, we present 

lessons on the coordination of external financing across 11 countries (and one region): Afghanistan, 

Cambodia, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Pakistan, Rwanda, Somalia, Yemen, Zambia, and the Sahel. 

These were informed by interviews with staff from governments, the World Bank, WFP, other bilateral 

donors, and other UN agencies involved in managing, coordinating, or delivering social protection 

programmes, including through pooled funding mechanisms (see Annex 5 for further details). We draw on 

information from these interviews and wider evidence to assess the effectiveness of coordination of 

financing for social protection, including the integration of humanitarian and development finance. While 

recognising the limitations of a partial evidence base, we identify practices that hamper the development 

of high-impact social protection programmes – and consider lessons that might help inform the design of a 

global virtual financing mechanism. 

4.1 Key mechanisms for coordinating financing at the country level 

The primary social safety net programmes and the digital infrastructure underpinning them, merge 

as critical enabling conditions for effective coordination. Most of the countries in our sample have 

well-established social assistance programmes, which informants identified as the basis for coordinating 

financing for social protection (Table 2). In contrast, the lack of such a programme in Afghanistan and 

some countries in the Sahel region (Chad and Niger) presents a significant impediment to effective 

coordination on financing. The digital infrastructure for identity, payments, and data that supports the 

delivery of these programmes was also identified as an important enabling condition for coordination, 

particularly the ‘social registry’. Registries marked by limited coverage, restricted access, and 

questionable data quality were seen as a barrier to coordination, notably across the humanitarian-

development divide. 

Table 2  Primary social safety net programmes in sample countries 

Country Primary social safety net programme(s) 

Afghanistan N/A 

Cambodia The IDPoor programme 

Ethiopia Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) 

Ghana Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) 

Kenya National Safety Net Programme (NSNP) 

Malawi Social Cash Transfer Programme (‘Mtukula Pakhomo’) 

Malawi Social Action Fund (MASAF) Public Works Programme 

Rwanda Vision 2020 Umurenge Programme (VUP) 

Pakistan Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP) 

Somalia Baxnaano Programme 

Yemen National Cash Transfer Programme 

Zambia Social Cash Transfer (SCT) programme 

Source: Authors. 
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Pooled funds occupy a critical place in the social protection financing architecture at the national 

level, as they can support the establishment and scale-up of primary social safety net 

programmes. Dedicated World Bank multi-donor trust funds (MDTFs) for social protection were identified 

as the primary mechanism for coordination in countries including Ethiopia, Malawi, and Zambia. Part of 

their comparative advantage in coordination was their role in funding primary social safety net 

programmes and the digital infrastructure underpinning them. Similarly, in less stable contexts such as 

Afghanistan and Somalia, multi-sectoral MDTFs were viewed as a potentially important financing 

coordination mechanism. However, in Afghanistan, coordination of social protection within multi-sectoral 

MDTFs pooled funds was considered more complex and time-consuming than coordination of CVA from 

humanitarian pooled funds. 

Donor and sector working groups are an important part of the wider coordination architecture, but 

less important as a mechanism for coordinating finance. Working groups were generally portrayed as 

being important for information sharing on programme delivery and engagement with government. The 

role appears critical in a number of fragile countries. In Burkina Faso, international agencies that 

implemented parallel programmes without informing the authorities generated resentment and were 

expelled. However, working groups were not viewed as important forums for coordination on finance, with 

donors engaging in bilateral dialogue with the government and each other outside of formal meetings. 

Interagency personal relationships and in-country presence were considered more important factors for 

coordination, particularly between the World Bank and WFP in less stable environments (see Box 3 in 

Annex 5). Cash working groups (CWGs) were also identified as important in less stable contexts, including 

Afghanistan and Yemen. In some countries, working groups play a role in facilitating engagement and 

coordination with members operating outside MDTF structures: for example, KfW in Malawi. In Zambia, 

working groups helped to align programming between the UN pooled fund managed by UNICEF and the 

MDTF managed by the World Bank.  

The main reasons for establishing coordination mechanisms are similar across contexts. While 

recognition of the inefficiencies of multiple bilateral arrangements was the main motivation for 

governments and donors to establish coordination mechanisms, including pooled funding arrangements, a 

long list of additional and often overlapping factors were identified. Recurrent themes included building 

national ownership, macroeconomic stability, risk assessment and crisis response (COVID-19), creating 

platforms to attract and retain funding, leveraging the strengths of different partners, creating platforms for 

technical assistance, and bridging the humanitarian-development divide. 

4.2 Effectiveness of country coordination mechanisms 

Pooled funding and other coordination mechanisms were seen as having a good track record of 

scaling up development financing for social protection. Perceived benefits include widening the donor 

base, increasing the volume and predictability of external financing for social protection, expanding the 

coverage of social protection programmes, improving the digital infrastructure, and linking with disaster 

risk financing. The benefits were perceived to be greater in cases where there was a dedicated social 

protection pooling mechanism (e.g. Ethiopia and Zambia) rather than a multipurpose pooled fund such as 

those operating in Afghanistan and Somalia, which did not play a significant role in social protection 

financing. Data for 2023 partially confirms these perceptions. As shown in Figure 12, higher levels of 

pooled funding in the countries covered in our sample are broadly correlated with higher levels of other 

funding for social protection, primarily from IDA. 
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Figure 12 Pooled funding compared with all other ODA for social protection: selected countries, 

2023  

 

 
Note: All values are in USD 2023 constant prices. Malawi’s MDTF was established after 2023.  

Source: OECD CRS. 

 

Pooled funding mechanisms have been less successful in mobilising domestic resources for 

social protection. Social safety net programmes in countries from our sample – including Malawi – 

remain heavily reliant on donor financing, which is becoming increasingly unpredictable. Sustainability is 

also a concern in countries like Ghana and Zambia, where in-year predictability of government financing 

for the programmes was identified as a concern. Even in countries such as Kenya where the level and 

share of government financing is higher, fiscal and liquidity constraints can lead to delays in payments and 

concerns about maintaining their adequacy.  

Maintaining or increasing the adequacy of social safety nets on a consistent basis has also proved 

challenging. This has been a particular problem in high inflation contexts such as Ethiopia, despite the 

fact that indexing to inflation is often a conditionality of the external financing. It is difficult for external 

partners to influence the adequacy of transfers, as this is ultimately a domestic political decision. 

Nevertheless, interviewees in countries such as Zambia felt that the rationales and criteria used by 

governments to set cash transfer values could be improved through more coordinated technical 

assistance for policy design, and in unstable contexts through mechanisms such as CWGs. 

Mechanisms such as World Bank development policy operations (DPOs) and IMF programmes 

appear important for mobilising/protecting domestic resources for social protection. In Ethiopia, 

the World Bank’s Development Policy Operation stipulates an increase in social safety net spending from 

0.2% of GDP to 0.4% of GDP, which was met in the most recent fiscal year. Similarly, in Ghana, Pakistan, 

and Zambia, the IMF’s extended credit facilities include structural or other benchmarks aimed at protecting 

the adequacy of social protection programmes in the face of high inflation (Ghana and Pakistan) or 

increasing their coverage (Ghana and Zambia), while improving their targeting (Ghana and Zambia) (IMF, 

2025c, 2025a, 2025b). Set against this perspective, wider concerns have been raised over a perceived 

failure of IMF programmes to protect social spending, with targets for fiscal adjustment implicitly endorsing 

real-term reductions in spending.13 Country responses reflect the complexity of fiscal space analysis under 

_________ 

13 See for example Bandage on a Bullet Wound: IMF Social Spending Floors and the Covid-19 Pandemic | HRW 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2023/09/25/bandage-bullet-wound/imf-social-spending-floors-and-covid-19-pandemic
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IMF programmes and the extent to which protection of the poor figures as a priority during periods of 

adjustment (Evans, in Gentilini et al., 2025). 

Even in countries less inclined to borrow for social protection and without formal pooling 

mechanisms, external technical assistance may be used strategically to mobilise grant financing 

from non-traditional sources. The main illustrative example from our sample of countries is Cambodia, 

which has an implicit rule against borrowing to finance social protection programmes, but uses available 

technical assistance to pursue grant financing from other sources. In this case, the government uses 

technical assistance to support its application for financing from the GCF and is also a pathfinder country 

under the Global Accelerator and the Global Shield Against Climate Risks. 

4.3 Promising and poor country coordination practices 

Striking the right balance between donor action and government ownership is often difficult. While 

the use of MDTFs for the prioritisation of primary social safety net programmes and digital infrastructure 

was seen as a promising practice by many, there were also concerns over donor dominance and bias in 

programme prioritisation and design, notably in Malawi and Zambia. Similarly, while the benefits of pooling 

funds for improving efficiency and reducing administrative costs and burdens were well recognised, 

excessive requests for harmonisation of donor fiduciary risk and reporting requirements were seen as a 

cause of delays in Malawi. In more unstable contexts, alignment with government priorities was often seen 

as the key short-term goal, with government ownership for delivery the longer-term goal. However, 

alignment and ownership can be complicated by the business models of individual agencies. The 

tendency of humanitarian actors to prematurely withdraw support or exit in the face of reduced 

humanitarian funding, rather than sustain engagement, was identified as a concern. However, there are 

examples of good practice. The Sahel Adaptive Social Protection Programme, which has integrated CVA 

into the wider system, has developed institutional structures aimed at maintaining joint programming 

between government, donor, and humanitarian actors (Kreidler et al., 2022).  

Some good and bad institutional practices are readily identifiable. Linking social protection to 

disaster risk management by bringing specialist agencies and skills together and investing in data to foster 

evidence-based dialogue on issues such as targeting and adequacy, was viewed as intrinsically beneficial 

for coordination on financing across all contexts. Conversely, failure to coordinate technical assistance 

contributed to interagency and interministerial tensions in the absence of clear leadership on coordination. 

Complex, fragmented, and costly coordination structures were considered a problem in more unstable 

contexts such as Somalia, while Ethiopia’s dedicated donor coordination team to the PSNP was identified 

as a cost-effective mechanism for mitigating these problems. Also in unstable contexts, the imperative of 

having a ‘plan B’, such as the ‘twin track’ approach in the Sahel (Ocampo, 2023), and Ethiopia’s ‘transfer 

first’ principle, was viewed as a promising practice for sustaining external funding to beneficiaries amid 

non-programmatic tensions arising between donors and national governments.  

A number of poor coordination practices related to the humanitarian-development divide were 

identified in country evaluations and also surfaced in interviews. Reporting and administrative 

systems figured prominently. Respondents noted that programme development and implementation were 

often hindered by an inability to agree on a common UN/World Bank approach to core financial 

management issues, including auditing (South Sudan and Sudan in 2004), fiduciary risk management, 

and safeguarding (Sudan, Yemen) (Smith, 2021). Consistent with the wider evidence, key informants 

raised concerns about overhead costs when the UN acts as a ‘third-party’ implementer. In Yemen, 

informants estimated that working through local agencies would cut costs by 36%. They also raised 

concerns over differing policy preferences and risk appetites, including a failure to develop a shared 

understanding of conflict-related risks (Ethiopia, Yemen, Sudan) and inflexible implementation of the 

World Bank’s Operational Policies on dealings with de facto governments (Sudan).  
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4.4 Lessons for a global coordination mechanism to support country-
level coordination 

Shrinking aid budgets were identified as a cause of concern – and as a reason for strengthening 

coordination and identifying alternative sources of social protection finance. Interviewees identified 

a range of efficiency gains that could be achieved through digital infrastructure development, reducing 

administrative burdens and overheads, and promoting transparency to build trust. Advocacy for social 

protection in the face of a shrinking fiscal space was identified as another important role. Interviewees also 

noted opportunities to mobilise alternative sources of financing – climate finance in both stable and 

unstable contexts, and private financing in more stable contexts (for example, in Kenya, the Children’s 

Investment Fund Foundation (CIFF) is expected to join the MDTF). Several interviewees noted a key role 

for coordination mechanisms in preparing for longer-term transitions – from donor financing to more 

government financing in more stable contexts, from emergency cash transfers to sustainable social 

protection systems in currently unstable contexts, and in cases where aid cuts are likely to bite, to protect 

equity in the event of reduced coverage.  

Global mechanisms could reinforce efforts to improve adequacy and efficiency in financing at the 

national level. While emphasising the primacy of national initiatives, key informants identified five areas in 

which international action and global mechanisms could play a positive role: 

» Generating demand. Countries with low levels of coverage were often marked by governments 

unconvinced of the case for a scale-up, and insufficiently aware of the benefits for resilience and self-

reliance. Pushing social protection up the international agenda through engagement, evidence, and 

advocacy could change this picture. 

» Bridging the humanitarian-development divide and mobilising climate finance. Several key informants 

saw considerable untapped potential for social protection finance through the development of more 

integrated approaches. 

» Promoting dialogue on strategic issues. The role of targeting was identified as a concern of immediate 

public policy relevance, given its implications for equity and politics. 

» Knowledge sharing. Governments often face evidence overload, but they can be swayed by best 

practice examples on the design of social protection policies and donor coordination practices from 

countries seen as points of reference. 

» Strengthening international cooperation. There was a perception that shifts in technology had opened 

up new pathways for cutting costs and strengthening delivery, and that international action could 

expand national policy options. 

 

5. ACCELERATING PROGRESS TOWARDS 

UNIVERSAL SOCIAL PROTECTION – THE CASE 

FOR A GLOBAL ‘VIRTUAL FINANCING’ 

MECHANISM 

The case for scaling up social protection as part of a wider SDG recovery drive is widely 

recognised. With 2 billion people in low-income and middle-income developing countries either lacking 

access to any social protection or receiving inadequate support, extending and enhancing the quality of 

coverage is a priority. The slowdown in progress towards the eradication of poverty (SDG 1) and hunger 

(SDG 2) has given an added urgency to the challenge of converting ambitious global targets into practical 

outcomes. That challenge is global – but it is most marked in FCV states, which account for a fast-rising 

share of extreme poverty and hunger. The climate crisis adds another dimension to the social protection 

imperative. As the Paris Agreement target of containing global warming within a 1.5°C threshold drifts out 

of reach, the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people face the prospect of forced adaptation to a crisis 

they played no part in creating – and social protection is among the most effective adaptation investments. 
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Equity should be at the heart of national and international strategies for scaling up social 

protection. Evidence from the ILO and World Bank (see Section 1) leaves no doubt that the benefits of 

social protection are trickling down to the poorest and most vulnerable people too slowly. The end result is 

a marked divergence between coverage and need. It is sometimes forgotten that the SDG pledge includes 

an ‘endeavour to reach the furthest behind first‘ (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). That injunction 

has a special resonance for the targets on social protection. Social protection is a universal human right, 

but the principles of progressive universalism suggest a strong case for prioritising the poor (Watkins, 

2017). 

This section turns to the role of international cooperation in supporting an equitable scale-up of 

coverage. The immediate background is discouraging. International aid, a critical source of social 

protection finance for many of the poorest countries, is in steep decline. Efforts to resolve the debt crisis 

restricting fiscal space for many governments across the Global South have produced limited results. 

Multilateralism is in retreat. Social protection is not immune to these wider currents – and many of the 

effects are already visible. 

Despite the difficult backdrop, there are opportunities to strengthen international cooperation 

through a ‘big bet’ on social protection. As highlighted in this report, well-designed and properly 

financed social protection programmes deliver results and generate powerful multiplier effects for poverty 

reduction, livelihoods, inclusive growth, and job creation. International aid for social protection is less 

fragmented than other forms of aid and benefits from well-established structures of donor coordination 

within countries (as illustrated in Section 3). There are opportunities to increase the impact of international 

cooperation by strengthening national ownership, cutting duplication, improving coordination across the 

humanitarian-development divide, and drawing on climate finance. Perhaps most important, social 

protection has the potential to cut across polarised political divides and build consensus based on the 

delivery of results, as illustrated by the global expansion of social protection during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Without underestimating the challenges, a concerted drive to push social protection up the 

international agenda could play a catalytic role in galvanising international action to support an SDG 

recovery focused on the poverty and hunger goals. 

The current architecture for international cooperation on social protection is unlikely to support a 

break from business-as-usual delivery. This is not to play down the contributions and achievements of 

the major actors. The World Bank, the regional development banks, the EU, and bilateral aid donors have 

invested heavily not just in financing social protection programmes, but in strengthening coordination and 

national ownership at the country level. There are some outstanding examples at country and regional 

levels of coordination with UN agencies and humanitarian funding. The Global Accelerator on Jobs and 

Social Protection for Just Transitions is becoming a valuable additional source of technical support. 

Networks such as USP 2030 and socialprotection.org have raised the profile of social protection through 

advocacy. However, existing mechanisms and institutional approaches have fallen short in key areas. 

Insufficient weight has been attached to equity within and across countries, with FCV states being left 

behind. There has not been enough progress towards integrating humanitarian and climate finance into 

development and domestic financing for social protection. Despite the evidence of impact, the role of 

social protection in combating hunger and poverty in an era of climate change remains understated. 

Moreover, the very limited coverage of social protection in the poorest and most vulnerable countries 

reflects a failure not just of national leadership, but of international cooperation as a mechanism for 

engagement. 

A global ‘virtual financing’ mechanism could help resolve weaknesses in the current architecture 

for financing social protection. There have been long-standing calls for a global social protection fund 

to reduce financing gaps and strengthen coordination (see below). Those calls have been informed by the 

experience of successful global funds in other sectors, notably health. Whatever the merits of specific 

proposals, the already limited prospects of establishing a new multilateral fund have deteriorated along 

with the aid environment. An alternative approach could focus on a ‘virtual financing’ mechanism. Such a 

platform would not receive and allocate funds. Rather, it would serve as a coordination mechanism linking 

nationally owned plans to wider financial and technical support structures, crowding in finance, reducing 

transaction costs, and mobilising new finance by demonstrating results. At national level, the climate 
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action country platforms that have emerged in recent years provide an analogue for the type of global 

virtual financing mechanism for social protection we have in mind. Such a mechanism could generate 

many of the benefits of the global health funds without creating a new legal entity. To take one example, it 

could play a role in establishing consistent rules-based approaches to cost-sharing between national 

governments and aid donors. Part of the remit could include a distinctive focus on vulnerable groups, 

coordination of humanitarian and climate finance actors, and FCV states. For reasons we set out below, 

the Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty provides an immediate practical pathway towards the 

creation of a virtual financing mechanism, though additional technical support would be required. 

 

5.1 Global funds and virtual financing 

Dialogue on SDG-related financing gaps invariably triggers debate on the relative merits of 

‘vertical’ versus ‘horizontal’ funding – but the debate has been overtaken by events. The increase in 

international aid after 2000 was accompanied by the proliferation of purpose-specific funds in public health 

(Gavi and The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria), education (the Global Partnership 

for Education and Education Cannot Wait), climate adaptation (the Green Climate Fund, and the Global 

Environment Facility’s Least Developed Countries Fund and Special Climate Change Fund) and other 

areas. Typically, the creation of such vertical funds has followed moments of crisis during which gaps in 

the prevailing international development finance architecture, deficits in public finance for shared goals, 

and the concerns of donor agencies have triggered a collective response. The growth of vertical funds 

generated a large critical commentary on the risks of diverting finance from the systemic issues addressed 

by horizontal funds (such as the World Bank’s IDA).14 In practice, however, the dividing line between 

vertical and horizontal financing has become increasingly blurred: most horizontal funds deliver vertical 

finance and vice versa (Kharas and McArthur, 2023). 

Global funds act as financial intermediaries, pooling the resources of donors, philanthropists and 

(in some cases) private investors to achieve a shared goal. While the business models vary, they 

typically entail periodic replenishments with the fund receiving, allocating, and disbursing finance, either 

through recipient governments or third-party implementing agencies. For practical purposes, the global 

funds are both donor-financed and donor agencies in their own right. The emergence of global funds has 

fuelled a proliferation in donor entities operating at the country level. By 2020, over three-quarters of aid 

recipient countries were dealing with more than 60 donor entities, compared with just over half a decade 

earlier (Development Finance Vice Presidency, 2022). 

The global health funds, the most successful of the vertical funds, have achieved transformative 

results in areas with a marked resonance for social protection. Scale and impact are defining 

features of the global health funds. Since its inception in 2000, Gavi has financed vaccinations for 3.3 

billion people, saving over 20 million lives (Gavi, 2025b). The Global Fund, which invests USD 4-5 billion 

annually, has saved an estimated 70 million lives (The Global Fund, 2025b). The activities behind the 

outcomes are obviously very different from those involved in developing and delivering social protection 

programmes. At the same time, the business models developed by the global health funds highlight areas 

in which the social protection architecture is weak. Six themes stand out: 

» Clarity of targets and financing provisions. Both global health funds recognise the aspirational 

goals of the SDGs. But their operational targets are specified in strategic planning documents 

underpinned by clear cost estimates, which in turn inform replenishment requests. For example, 

Gavi’s 2026-2030 strategy aims to reach 500 million children through specified vaccines, with an 

emphasis on reaching ‘zero-dose’ children (Gavi, 2025c). The Global Fund’s current investment 

strategy aims to prevent 23 million deaths between 2027 and 2029, through well-defined, disease-

specific interventions financed through USD 18 billion in proposed donor contributions (The Global 

Fund, 2025c). 

_________ 

14 See for example: Vertical funds in the health sector: lessons for education from the Global Fund and GAVI  

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000186565
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» Reporting on results. The global health funds have invested heavily in evaluation and monitoring, 

enabling them to report on results against benchmarks set in investment plans. Robust reporting has 

created a virtuous circle of donor trust and resource mobilisation. 

» Well-defined financing rules for allocating across countries and cost-sharing with 

governments. The health funds allocate finance through criteria weighted for need and fiscal 

capacity, with clear rules on government co-financing (Gavi 2021; Global Fund 2025b). Under Gavi’s 

rules, governments are expected to increase their share of immunisation finance over time (Gavi, 

2023). In the initial self-financing phase, governments are expected to make limited contributions, but 

as programmes develop and incomes rise, co-financing requirements increase by 15% a year. At the 

end of an eight-year ‘accelerated transition’ phase, governments are expected to fully fund 

programmes. The approach appears to have created resource mobilisation incentives. Fifteen years 

ago, Gavi countries were funding just 10% of their routine vaccination programmes. That figure is 

targeted to reach 40% by 2030 (Gavi, 2024).15  

» National ownership backed by strong technical support gives a voice to actors in the Global 

South. Developing country governments and civil society agencies have a strong voice in the design, 

development, and implementation of strategies, beyond their representation on boards. For example, 

the Global Fund’s country coordination mechanisms provide platforms for community-based 

organisations, professional bodies, and non-governmental organisations to design and deliver 

interventions.  

» Financing is contingent on countries developing and submitting strong national plans, which 

foster national ownership. Both Gavi and The Global Fund use independent technical review 

committees to assess national plans and authorise funding. The Global Fund supports national plans 

through multi-stakeholder country coordinating mechanisms that develop grant proposals based on 

national priorities (Hanefeld, 2014). Gavi support is contingent on the submission of national plans, 

regular monitoring and reporting, including an annual joint appraisal. 

» Mobilising resources – replenishments and innovative finance. Replenishment exercises provide 

a focal point for Gavi/Global Fund advocacy, bringing together governments, donors, philanthropists, 

and multilateral development banks working to secure the financing indicated under strategic plans. 

There is no comparable international ‘moment’ for social protection. Both health funds have also been 

successful in mobilising innovative finance. Gavi pioneered the International Finance Facility for 

Immunisation (IFFIm), which mobilises resources through matching funds and has financed around 

one-sixth of its portfolio (IFFIm, 2024). The Global Fund draws on blended finance, consumer support, 

and debt swaps under its Debt2Health facility, which has financed operations in 11 countries. 

» A focus on equity. Over the years, both health funds have recognised that accelerated progress 

towards universal provision requires greater focus on equity. In the case of Gavi, this has entailed a 

strengthened focus on systems that reach ‘zero-dose’ children (those who have not received any 

routine vaccination)(Gavi, 2025d). At least 10% of its health system strengthening and targeted 

country assistance funding has to go through civil society organisations with a capacity to reach 

disadvantaged groups and areas (Gavi, 2025a). The Global Fund has integrated equity targets into its 

performance indicators (The Global Fund, 2021).  

 

Establishing a global fund is not an automatic route to the type of impact registered by the health 

funds. Creating new entities in an already crowded system entails risks, including the risk that they will be 

under-resourced. Even before the sharp downturn in aid in 2024, which also led to a large shortfall in 

Gavi’s replenishment, most global funds have struggled to mobilise finance. The Global Partnership for 

_________ 

15 The Global Fund’s eligibility policy allocates support based on income levels and disease burden. It is designed to 
ensure that available resources are invested in countries and regions where the disease burden is highest, economic 

capacity the most limited, and vulnerable populations the most affected by the three diseases it covers (The Global 

Fund, 2023). The amount of co-financing re uired varies based on a country’s income level, with the Global Fund 

financing up to 100% of needs in LICs, 65% in LMICs, and 35% in upper-middle-income countries (The Global Fund, 

2025a). 
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Education (GPE), to take one example, has consistently fallen short of its replenishment targets and has 

done little to prevent a decline in the share of aid directed to education. The Global Alliance for Improved 

Nutrition (GAIN) has developed a strong evidence-based portfolio of interventions with proven impacts, 

but its programmes raise limited funds.16 It is certainly difficult to argue that the wide range of funds with a 

remit to combat global malnutrition have narrowed a global financing gap estimated at USD 10 billion 

annually between now and 2030 (Shekar et al., 2021). While the global health funds established clear 

added value, in terms of both resource mobilisation and impact, many funds appear to have redirected 

existing development finance flows. They have also added to the problems of aid fragmentation: at the 

end of 2022 there were at least 82 active climate funds, to take one example (Le Houérou, 2023).  

Virtual financing mechanisms, in the sense that we use the term, differ from the business model of 

existing global funds in a number of important respects. While there is no fixed definition, they can be 

thought of as mechanisms that coordinate funding, technical assistance, research, and knowledge-sharing 

among actors working towards a shared result. An important difference with global funds is that virtual 

financing mechanisms do not receive or disburse donor funds. Their broad aim is to ‘crowd-in’ finance and 

technical support, working through coalitions of the willing to coordinate efforts to achieve shared goals by 

aligning with domestic development priorities. For governments, country platforms hold out the promise of 

reducing the transaction costs that come with fragmentation. For agencies providing international public 

finance (and private investors), country platforms create an enabling environment for supporting policies 

that reflect shared goals.  

The current momentum behind virtual financing mechanisms has been driven by climate change 

imperatives. Dialogue in the G20 highlighted the damaging effects of aid fragmentation on country efforts 

to develop and implement nationally determined contributions (NDCs) and national adaptation plans 

(NAPs). Those effects have been particularly marked for concessional finance. As a report by finance 

ministers ahead of the CoP28 climate summit put it: ‘Concessional finance is highly fragmented […] 

leading to concerns about lack of coherence of roles, ineffective allocation of scarce resources, and 

inadequate monitoring of climate finance’ (CoP30 Circle of Finance Ministers, 2025). Country platforms 

were framed initially as vehicles for supporting nationally owned plans through coordinated analysis, 

investment planning, and financial resource mobilisation from donors, multilateral development banks, and 

private investors (World Bank, 2024c; Tanaka, Gilmour and Raubenheimer, 2025). Their core aim is to 

reduce fragmentation, mobilise financial resources, and connect key financing and technical stakeholders 

to national governments and nationally owned plans (World Bank, 2024c).  

While the impetus has come from climate finance, the country platform model could have wider 

application. The basic objectives of country climate platforms have a wider resonance for the SDGs, 

including those on poverty, hunger and social protection. At its most basic level, a country platform 

represents a multistakeholder partnership seeking to align a government-led plan with external support 

with a view to accelerating progress in an area of common interest (Hadley et al., 2022). While specific 

country platforms vary enormously, they offer several advantages. Politically, they can signal high-level 

political buy-in on the part of government and donors, shielding priorities against the vagaries of political 

cycles. They provide a programmatic framework, enabling external funders to generate impacts that would 

be unattainable through disconnected projects. They can also provide a focal point for shared advocacy 

and engagement.  

Country platforms on the energy transition have a demonstrated capacity to deliver at scale. 

Perhaps the best-known examples are the Just Energy Transition Partnerships (JETPs), the first of which 

(South Africa) was announced at CoP26 in 2021. Focused on decarbonisation, there are now four JETPs 

in place (Indonesia, Senegal, South Africa, and Vietnam), underpinned by USD 51 billion in public and 

private finance investment commitments. (GFANZ, 2024; Cato Prentice, Steadman and Gilmour, 2025). 

Each platform is supported by an International Partner Group that coordinates financial actors and 

engages with government. Plans developed under the four JETPs encompass private investment, non-

_________ 

16 GAIN’s total reported income for 2023 was USD 61.  million (see: GAIN – Financials 2023/24). 

https://www.gainhealth.org/financials
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concessional loans, and concessional finance.17 In all four countries, the JETP is essentially a public-

private model aimed at leveraging private investment in support of the energy transition (Seiler, Brown and 

Matthews, 2023; Curtin, 2024). Implementation has been far from straightforward, which is unsurprising 

given the political economy of energy sector reform, and the delivery record is mixed.18 But the JETP 

model, with its focus on government leadership and coordinated support, could allay wider concerns about 

the effectiveness of development cooperation on hunger and poverty.  

National and regional financing platforms have emerged in areas that look beyond the green 

energy transition. Brazil’s Climate and Ecological Transformation Investment platform, led by the Ministry 

of Finance, has established clear criteria for investment projects aligned with national climate and 

adaptation plans (Ministério da Fazenda, 2024). Egypt’s Nexus for Food, Water and Energy Platform has 

secured over USD 5 billion in commitments since its launch in 2022 (OECD, 2025a). Bangladesh has 

launched a Climate Development Partnership (BCDP) aimed at mobilising multi-year finance at scale for 

mitigation and adaptation while reducing the transaction costs that come with fragmented donor support 

(Ministry of Finance, Bangladesh, 2025). 

Experience during the COVID-19 pandemic illustrated the potential for virtual mechanisms to play 

an expanded role in social protection. One prominent example is Togo’s Novissi programme, an 

emergency cash transfer scheme. The programme, which was piloted and taken to scale over a few 

months in 2020, brought together governments and traditional donors, philanthropists, researchers, and 

technologists, to develop a machine-learning approach that identified vulnerable populations based on 

consumption patterns, satellite imagery, and mobile phone survey data. Built through a mechanism 

providing coordinated support, the programme was subsequently scaled up to target the rural poor in the 

200 poorest cantons, reaching over 920,000 people – around one quarter of the adult population (Lawson 

et al., 2023).  

Social protection coordination mechanisms exist in many countries but could be stronger. As our 

earlier analysis has shown (see section 3 above), there are some outstanding examples of social 

protection coordination on financing at regional and country levels. There is clear scope for these 

examples to inspire the strengthening of mechanisms for coordinating the financing of social protection in 

other countries. And even in the regions and countries that provide the best examples, there is room to go 

further, tackling duplicative development and humanitarian structures and bringing in new sources of 

finance more effectively. 

Strengthening the link between national planning and international development financing will be 

critical, as a global virtual financing mechanism supported by stronger country platforms does not 

offer automatic solutions to complex development challenges. While country platforms can be 

designed to tackle a range of collective action and coordination challenges, outcomes will inevitably 

depend on the quality of national planning, the level of government commitment, and the depth of 

engagement on the part of external actors. From the perspective of SDG financing for hunger and poverty, 

one of the weaknesses of the current country platform model is the absence of a clear bridge between 

national planning and international support. In the case of the JETPs, the prospect of a step increase in 

international public and private finance provided a powerful incentive for governments to develop national 

plans. That incentive has been lacking in other areas. In contrast to climate finance, international aid for 

poverty- and hunger-related areas of public policy has stagnated over several years (Watkins, Nwajiaku-

Dahou and Kovach, 2024), and is now in steep decline.  

 

_________ 

17 For example, in the case of Senegal international partners and MDBs agreed to mobilise USD 2.5 billion in new and 

additional financing over 3-5 years. Vietnam’s (far larger) JETP included USD 7.5 billion in pre-committed public 

finance from members of the IPG, spanning grants, concessional and non-concessional loans and risk guarantees). 

18 See, for example: (Tamasiga, 2024) 

https://www.swp-berlin.org/assets/afrika/publications/policybrief/Policy_Brief_30_JETPs_Tamasiga_vea.pdf
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5.2 The case for a global virtual financing mechanism for social 
protection 

The current social protection architecture is falling short in several ways, as this report 

demonstrates, pointing to a need for a new approach that can overcome these persistent 

problems. Uncertainty over shared targets, limited support for FCV states facing acute climate 

vulnerabilities, inequalities in access to social protection, and weak coordination across the humanitarian-

development divide emerge as systemic themes. While the picture varies across countries, national 

ownership and uncertainties over the respective roles of donors and governments in financing also figure 

with some prominence. Cutting across these issues is the large financing gap between SDG ambition and 

the resources available to achieve it. While a virtual financing approach does not offer a comprehensive 

corrective to the shortcomings of the current system, a global mechanism designed to support and work 

through country-level coordination structures in support of nationally owned plans could make an 

important contribution. Designed in the right way, such an approach could help accelerate progress 

towards shared international targets by building demand for social protection in countries, galvanizing 

support for FCV states facing overlapping crises, and strengthening equity by focusing on marginalised 

social groups (such as smallholder farmers). 

Shared goals need to be clearly defined – and accompanied by a shared perception of urgency – 

as successful vertical funds and country platforms have shown. One review of successful vertical 

funds identifies time-bound goals for expanding access to critical technologies through multistakeholder 

participation, rigorous evaluation, and knowledge sharing as critical factors in mobilising new finance 

(Brookings Institution, 2023; Kharas and McArthur, 2023). Similarly, the JETPs have been at their most 

effective where there is clarity over objectives and responsibilities. By contrast, the drift towards 

aspirational targets has raised questions over whether the results can be delivered at the pace and scale 

envisaged (Seiler, Brown and Matthews, 2023). 

This backdrop suggests that a virtual financing mechanism for social protection would be ill-suited to a 

wide-ranging ‘social protection floor’ agenda. A wide range of goals and approaches – spanning health, 

education, pensions, and wider provisions – would inevitably limit the potential to galvanise international 

resources and attention. Conversely, a remit both ambitious and achievable could be established by 

combining a clear target for expanding access to social assistance with a strong focus on countries and 

communities that have been left behind, including FCV states and countries facing acute risks linked to 

endemic poverty, conflict, and the climate crisis.  

The longstanding debate over a global fund for social protection has generated detailed proposals. 

Ideas for a global fund for social protection emerged in the context of efforts to mobilise finance for the 

ILO’s proposed ‘social protection floor’ (Social Protection Floor Advisory Group, 2011; De Schutter and 

Sepulveda, 2012). More recently, the widespread adoption of social protection measures during the 

COVID-19 pandemic triggered renewed calls for a global fund for social protection to close the financing 

gap facing low-income countries while increasing the mobilisation of domestic resources (De Schutter, 

2021; De Schutter and Triangle, 2025). In 2021 the International Labour Conference called for discussions 

on concrete proposals for a new international financing mechanism such as a Global Social Protection 

Fund, grounded in a rights-based approach to social protection floors. Detailed proposals for such a fund, 

set out by the UN’s Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, focused on low-income 

countries ‘committed to establishing social protection floors and whose ability to finance social protection 

would improve in time’ (De Schutter, 2021).19 The proposals shifted the emphasis from a global initiative to 

a mechanism designed to close an average annual financing gap estimated at USD 26.8 billion for low-

income countries. Over the ten-year time horizon envisaged in the proposals, the share of the financing 

gap covered through international aid would shrink from 100% in years one and two (or around USD 48 

billion annually over the first five years) to 10% in year 10. The proposal called for a governance structure 

that builds on existing mechanisms, including a high-level political alliance and board and secretariat, and 

_________ 

19 The proposal envisages support in six areas: children, persons with severe disabilities, mothers of newborns, older 

persons, the unemployed), and essential healthcare. 
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a multi-partner trust fund (De Schutter, 2021). Ahead of the Fourth International Conference on Financing 

for Development, the International Trade Union Confederation called for a resumption of dialogue on the 

proposed fund, along with wider measures to increase international development financing for social 

protection. 

Whatever the merits of the arguments, it is difficult to envisage the emergence of a new global 

fund for social protection operating at the proposed scale. The initial aid financing requirement in the 

most recent proposals represents around one-fifth of all ODA in 2023-, and 20-times ODA for social 

protection in 2023. While alternative sources of financing – principally the recycling of IMF Special 

Drawing Rights (SDRs) – are identified, there is little evidence of movement in this area. One 

comprehensive review of proposals for a global fund for social protection concluded that there was a high 

risk of any such entity being under-resourced – and that was before the most recent wave of aid cuts 

(Yeates et al., 2023). Beyond the financing constraints, the global fund proposals lack features that have 

contributed to the success of vertical and virtual funding mechanisms, including clarity over the 

identification of achievable targets.  

Proposed governance structures for a global fund on social protection would create another layer 

of difficulties. Recent iterations of the global fund for social protection include calls for a high-level 

political alliance to provide strategic oversight, define eligibility standards, mobilise resources, and provide 

a platform to share learning on ‘social protection floors’, overseen by a new Board comprising donors, 

recipients, workers and employers’ organisations, and agencies representing civil society (De Schutter 

2021). USP2030 is identified as a prospective foundational base for the high-level political alliance. 

However, converting what is currently a loose network into an oversight body for a major global fund is 

likely to prove a difficult negotiation at best. Tensions would inevitably surface over the remits of different 

actors, the emphasis to be placed on different aspects of ‘social protection floor’ financing, eligibility 

criteria, government and donor shares of financing, and wider differences over approaches. 

Virtual financing approaches could resolve some of the challenges identified in this report. The 

JETPs and other country platforms noted above are designed to crowd in finance, and reduce transaction 

costs, by strengthening coordination. In the case of social protection, existing country coordination 

mechanisms to varying degrees provide a foundation for scaling up. However, the international 

architecture for social protection is compromised by a lack of clarity over global targets, limited alignment 

between target setting, financing responsibilities, and technical support, and the limited integration of 

humanitarian finance. While virtual financing mechanisms are unlikely to open the floodgates for increased 

development finance, they could play a role in overcoming these difficulties. 

Adapting the country platform model developed under the JETPs and other climate initiatives for 

social protection will require new approaches. Climate action platforms are overwhelmingly 

concentrated at the national level, with ad hoc donor and financing groups coming together to support 

national plans. In the case of social protection, donor groups already serve as a focal point for 

coordination. What is missing is a global ‘docking point’ to support national efforts by consolidating and 

coordinating support. The existing institutional architecture lacks the approaches that have led to the 

success of the global funds for health on the international stage, and the climate action plans at a national 

level, including alignment of financial and technical support behind well-defined targets, mechanisms for 

pooling resources, and a focal point for global advocacy. This gap could be filled by a global virtual 

financing mechanism. 

In theory, the current social protection architecture provides a number of potential governance 

avenues for establishing a virtual financing facility. The bulk of development finance for social 

protection, especially in the poorest countries, is channelled through the World Bank’s IDA, which has its 

own governance structure. Both USP 2030 and SPIAC-B, knowledge-sharing platforms, have separate 

governance arrangements. The Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for Just Transitions was 

established to help countries create 400 million decent jobs and extend social protection coverage to 4 

billion people through evidence-based national strategies, integrated financing, and enhanced multilateral 

cooperation. Its steering group includes donors, international financial institutions, UN agencies, civil 

society, and representatives of the nine ‘pathfinder’ countries to which it provides technical support. Like 

the global health funds, it has also established a technical committee to guide portfolio development.  



 

 

Building Equitable Social Protection Systems for a 

Sustainable Development Goal Recovery: The Case for 

a Global ‘Virtual Financing’ Mechanism 

 

 

 

 

 

 48 
 

In practice, as in the case of governance arrangements for a proposed global fund for social 

protection, working through the existing architecture is likely to prove problematic. The sheer 

breadth of the remits spanned by SPIAC-B, USP2030 and the Global Accelerator militate against the 

identification of clearly defined, achievable goals. Housing a virtual financing mechanism in one of these 

mechanisms, or a hybrid, would be unlikely to add value to the current system. Conversely, housing a new 

virtual financing mechanism in the World Bank under some form of multi-donor initiative would make it a 

simple extension of current IDA and/or trust fund arrangements. Either route would also raise a wider 

question. Governments in the Global South have a relatively weak formal voice in the governance 

arrangements of the World Bank, SPIAC-B and the Global Accelerator. Looking beyond the narrow 

questions of governance structure, it appears inevitable that any attempt to establish a virtual financing 

mechanism in the existing structure would trigger institutional rivalries and protracted negotiations.  

5.3 The Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty 2.0 

The Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty could be adapted to play the role of a virtual 

financing mechanism for social protection. The Alliance was created in 2024 during Brazil’s 

presidency of the G20 to accelerate progress towards SDGs 1 and 2. It seeks to project onto the 

international stage the principles and practices that have played a critical role in Brazil’s successful anti-

poverty and ‘zero hunger’ programmes (Watkins, Nwajiaku-Dahou and Kovach, 2024). The Alliance 

neither receives nor disburses finance. Instead, it seeks to mobilise financial and technical support for 

plans developed by national governments. Membership now comprises 102 countries, 29 international 

organisations and 14 international financial institutions.20 Designed with a light and agile governance 

system geared towards the early delivery of results on SDGs 1 and 2, the Alliance is overseen by a Board 

of Champions comprised of high-level representatives from key Alliance members.21 

In its current business model, the Global Alliance operates as an international coordination 

mechanism leveraging support for nationally owned plans. In effect, the Global Alliance offers a 

platform for ‘SDG matchmaking’ by facilitating links between governments seeking support for national 

plans and a wide range of financial and technical partners (GAAHP, 2024). The core of the Alliance’s 

approach is the Policy Basket – a set of rigorously evaluated policy instruments with a proven track record 

in reducing poverty and hunger. Governments are invited to submit national plans based on these 

approaches, setting out clear targets, financing provisions, and requests for technical and financial 

support. Acting as a neutral facilitator, the Alliance seeks to mobilise financial and technical support for the 

plans. It provides a platform that reduces transaction costs for governments dealing with fragmented aid 

structures, and for donors and technical agencies to pool their resources. As of early November 2025, 

nine ‘fast track’ national plans had been verified, six of them focused on cash transfers and other social 

safety net programmes (including school feeding). In some respects, the Alliance’s intermediation role can 

be likened to that of a financial clearing house linking ‘sellers’ of ambitious SDG-consistent policies with 

‘buyers’ seeking to achieve collective goals aligned to those policies. 

The Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty offers several advantages as a prospective virtual 

financing mechanism for social assistance. The Alliance has already played an important role in 

raising the global profile of hunger and poverty – a precondition for further concerted international action 

on social protection. While its remit extends to public policies on hunger and poverty broadly defined, 

social protection already figures prominently. The Alliance business model places a premium on national 

ownership, and the governance structure brings together the major actors providing financial and technical 

support for social protection, including the multilateral development banks, UN agencies, and civil society 

_________ 

20 As of 18 September 2025. 

21 The Board of Champions elects two co-chairs (currently Spain and Brazil) and six vice chairs who act as a core 

supervisory group. A Summit Against Hunger and Poverty reviews progress, advises the Board of Champions, and 

provides a voice for a diverse group of civil society actors. The Support Mechanism, a small secretariat housed in the 

FAO, oversees implementation of the Alliance’s remit across the national, finance, knowledge, and knowledge pillars 

around which the activities of the Alliance are structured. 
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organisations. Moreover, the Global Alliance has a distinctive advantage over prospective alternatives: it 

already exists. If the aim of a virtual financing mechanism is to deliver results by 2030, that advantage is 

significant. 

The Global Alliance would need to establish a clear value-added remit in a crowded social 

protection architecture. Based on the evidence set out in this report, the Global Alliance could make a 

distinctive contribution to scaling up social protection by focusing on: 

» a well-defined global target for 2030, building on the World Bank’s 500 million goal 

» development of national plans with a strong focus on domestic financing and clearly delineated 

schedules for increasing the share of national budgets 

» social assistance through cash transfers and wider safety-net provisions 

» countries that have been left behind and are seeking to develop social protection programmes in the 

face of high levels of poverty, acute climate risks, and FCV 

» a strong weighting towards countries starting from a low base (for example, coverage rates of less 

than 10%) and plans that aim to reduce inequality in coverage 

» cooperation across the humanitarian-development divide in designing national plans 

» global advocacy to mobilise finance for social protection through international action in areas such as 

debt relief and innovative finance. 

 

Within this broad framework, the Global Alliance could play an important facilitating role for wider 

initiatives. As indicated earlier in this report, technological shifts have created new opportunities for using 

digital technologies to identify, target, and deliver social protection. Researchers at the Brookings 

Institution have proposed the development of a purpose-driven Fund for Ending Extreme Poverty that 

converts these technological opportunities into tangible outcomes. Focused on cash transfers, the fund 

would finance digital cash transfers targeted at people living in extreme poverty, both through regular 

payments and lump sum cash transfers (Kharas and McArthur, 2023). The proposed structure could dock 

into national social protection systems, providing ongoing social assistance to the target population 

(Brookings Institution, 2023). This is an approach that the Global Alliance could help build into national 

plans aimed at expanding the coverage of social protection systems. 

The Global Alliance’s current business model will require reform in a number of areas if it is to 

materially drive change on social protection. The most serious weakness in the current approach is 

the absence of a bridge between the development of national plans and corresponding financial/technical 

support. Governments currently prepare plans for submission to a process that offers no guarantee of 

funding, or even an indication of the possible scale of funding. However effectively the Alliance uses its 

political influence through the G20 and other networks, this uncertainty inevitably creates disincentives for 

the development of ambitious plans. The upshot is that many of the potential benefits of the Global 

Alliance in reducing transaction costs and mobilising the investments needed to achieve rapid scale-up 

are yet to be realised.  

The Global Alliance will also have to navigate the humanitarian-development divide. In its current 

business model, the Global Alliance focuses heavily on nationally owned programmes supported through 

development finance. Engagement with humanitarian actors remains limited, reflecting the realities of the 

humanitarian-development divide outlined in this report. Working across that divide will confront the 

Alliance and its partners with new challenges. However, it is now widely recognised that social protection 

is an area in which strengthened integration between development and humanitarian finance is both 

possible and necessary to strengthen effectiveness. The experience of countries across the FCV 

spectrum illustrates the importance of building national social protection systems that can be scaled in 

response to humanitarian emergencies. As a recent World Bank report notes: “Investing in Social 

Protection and Labor systems in FCV situations delivers dividends across the humanitarian-development-

peace nexus, bridging short-term crisis response with long-term institution-building” (Al-Ahmadi et al., 

2025). Working with national governments and donors, the Alliance could identify opportunities to build 

more integrated approaches. Identifying those opportunities and translating them into practical action 
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would require engagement with humanitarian actors, including at the level of their representation on the 

Board of Champions. 

By committing financial support for plans endorsed by the Global Alliance, funders could unlock 

wider benefits. It should be emphasised that financial commitment in this context does not imply a 

transfer of funds to the Global Alliance, but a pledge to support plans submitted to the Alliance up to a 

specified level. Funders could commit to a specified level of funding across a three- to five-year period for 

social protection plans. For indicative purposes, initial funding could be set at around USD 200-300 million 

a year rising to USD 1 billion by 2030 (initially around 5% of 2023 official development assistance for 

social protection, rising to 20%), subject to results. The finance would be routed through multilateral and 

bilateral channels, with coordination strengthened at the country level.  

The case for a financial commitment rests on efficiency and wider resource mobilisation 

objectives. Even in a scenario with no new and additional development assistance finance for social 

protection, channelling finance through the Global Alliance would enable donors to use their (currently 

shrinking) aid budgets more effectively by coordinating and pooling their efforts. Over the medium term, as 

the results of enhanced coordination become more apparent, working through a virtual financing structure 

like the Global Alliance could crowd in more resources. 

 

6. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The mid-2020s are a bleak moment for international development. Progress towards the SDGs has all 

but stalled: the world is on track for only 17% of the targets, and it is markedly off-track for both the 

extreme poverty and the hunger goals. Inequalities between and within countries are rising. Climate 

change poses acute risks to many of the world’s most vulnerable populations. Armed conflicts and fragility 

continue to act as powerful brakes on development. In the face of these shared global challenges, aid 

budgets are being cut, multilateralism has weakened, and international cooperation is at a low ebb. The 

UN secretary-general has urged the international community to increase the financial resources available 

to support an SDG recovery and expand fiscal space for governments in the Global South by reforming a 

financial architecture he describes as ‘outdated, dysfunctional and unfair’ (UN DESA, 2024). 

Social protection could provide the catalyst for a wider SDG recovery. Well-designed and properly 

financed national social protection systems have a proven track record in combating hunger and poverty. 

They provide a safety net that enhances resilience and a springboard for recovery, strengthening self-

reliance and enabling poor households to produce their way out of poverty. Investment in social protection 

is good not just for human development but also for inclusive growth, jobs, and macroeconomic stability. 

For the poorest countries, and the poorest and most vulnerable households in those countries, the 

development of social assistance mechanisms is the most immediate priority. 

National governments carry primary responsibility for financing and delivering social protection, 

but international development finance has a critical role to play. Accelerating progress towards the 

ambition of universal social protection coverage will require a concerted effort by governments across the 

Global South, backed by international cooperation. While the challenges are real and difficult to overcome, 

there are also new opportunities to accelerate progress through digital technologies, more efficient and 

equitable public financing, and more effective aid. Failure to seize these opportunities will hinder progress, 

limiting efforts to reach the 2 billion people for whom social protection remains out of reach, and 

reinforcing inequalities. In any scenario for expanded coverage in LICs, many LMICs and FCV states, 

international aid will remain vital even as governments increase public spending.  

Sustained political commitment from governments and their development partners is essential. In 

the case of national governments, that means adopting clear targets in a credible strategy that includes 

financing provisions. On the side of development partners, it means not just adopting declarations of 

support but also providing clarity on financing and technical assistance. It also means developing a 

predictable and flexible resource envelope that provides integration across the partitions that currently 

separate development, humanitarian, and climate finance. 
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There are opportunities to strengthen the impact of aid for social protection. Recent aid cuts will 

inevitably create adjustment costs for social protection financing. The cuts should prompt urgent 

consideration of alternative sources of resource mobilisation, through comprehensive debt relief and debt 

swaps, innovative taxation, and other measures, which are beyond the scope of this report (Watkins, 

Nwajiaku-Dahou and Kovach, 2024). As the human costs of the cuts become more apparent, they should 

also prompt a consideration by donors of the rationale for reducing development assistance. More 

immediately, the challenge is to get greater impact out of less aid. While development assistance for 

social protection is less fragmented than in other areas, the efficiency of aid could be strengthened 

through more effective coordination, better integration of financing across the humanitarian-development 

divide, and the creation of a virtual financing mechanism. Five key recommendations emerge from the 

evidence and analysis in this report. 

1. Establish a virtual financing mechanism for social protection backed by financing 

commitments. While the creation of a new global fund for social protection with its own legal 

character and funding provisions is unlikely to gain traction, a virtual financing mechanism could 

help improve coordination, strengthen the impact of social protection aid, and deliver results. 

While such a mechanism could be housed in the current social protection institutional architecture 

or a new facility, comparative advantage points strongly to the Global Alliance Against Hunger and 

Poverty as host entity. However, significant reforms to the Alliance’s current business model will 

be required. Asking governments to prepare national plans for strengthening social protection and 

providing more equitable coverage in the absence of prospective financing is not viable. Donors 

should therefore undertake a financing commitment, or at the very least provide an indicative 

financing framework, to support national plans submitted to a virtual financing mechanism, such 

as those verified by the Global Alliance. For indicative purposes, the financing commitment could 

initially be set at around USD 200-300 million a year, rising to USD 1 billion by 2030. These funds 

would flow through existing bilateral and multilateral channels but be targeted to priority areas 

identified in national plans. Working with governments, in-country donor groups, and partners, the 

virtual financing mechanism could play a role in framing broad rules for the share of financing to 

be covered in national plans through the domestic budgets of countries at different levels of 

development – a practice that has contributed to the success of the global health funds. 

2. Work through the proposed virtual financing mechanism to strengthen the focus on equity. 

The benefits of social protection systems are trickling down to poor and vulnerable communities 

too slowly, especially in FCV states. There is an urgent need to enshrine e uity goals in the ‘500 

million’ reach target adopted by the World Bank and the commitment undertaken at the Fourth 

International Conference on Financing for Development. The Global Alliance could play a critical 

role by prioritising equity in the development of national plans, screening proposals for their impact 

on vulnerable groups, and prioritising countries marked by acute overlapping climate and conflict-

related risks, such as the 29 countries identified in Section 2. Global and national targets should 

be supplemented by equity targets aimed at accelerating convergence in social protection 

between countries and groups within countries. 

3. Close the humanitarian-development divide. Humanitarian finance is a vital part of the global 

safety net. In many contexts – including rapid onset emergencies and countries lacking a safety 

net infrastructure – there is no alternative to humanitarian CVA. Cuts to humanitarian aid will inflict 

grave human costs. However, far more of the finance currently provided as humanitarian aid could 

– and should – flow through national social protection systems. Where such systems already 

exist, they should be utilised far more extensively as an alternative to the creation of ad hoc 

mechanisms and parallel structures. Where such systems are not in place, or just emerging, 

humanitarian and development finance actors should work together to support their establishment 

and expansion. This is especially true in countries facing protracted crises and receiving repeated 

short-term, unpredictable aid for what are long-term, highly predictable crises.  

4. Make greater use of climate adaptation finance. Financing for climate adaptation is on an 

upward trend. The share of cash transfers and other safety net interventions supported through 
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climate finance remains marginal, however, even though adaptive social protection offers a way of 

joining up the poverty and climate adaptation agendas. While a significant share of social 

protection finance is directed towards areas of resilience with a marked bearing on climate 

vulnerabilities, social protection is often conspicuous by its absence from climate finance 

portfolios. For example, multilateral development banks are the largest source of public finance for 

adaptation in developing countries, mobilising USD 24 billion in 2023 (half of it through the World 

Bank Group), but social protection is not even listed as an expenditure heading. The Green 

Climate Fund, the largest dedicated climate fund, has a portfolio in which social protection barely 

figures. To some extent, the omissions reflect demand-side factors: most nationally determined 

contribution submissions and national adaptation plans framed by governments do not prioritise 

social protection. This is another area in which coordination through a virtual financing mechanism 

could play a constructive role in unlocking new and additional resources for social protection – 

such as climate finance – through engagement with governments, multilateral development banks, 

and climate funds. 

5. Strengthen national systems for coordinating social protection finance. Key informant 

interviews and evaluations of multi-donor funds reveal many strengths and good practices, often 

in difficult governance environments. They also point to inefficiencies that impose high transaction 

costs and reduce the effectiveness of aid delivery. Among the good practice principles, key 

informants recommended that donors and their partners avoid the common practice of bypassing 

national systems, build on existing coordination structures, and facilitate leadership by national 

governments. National coordination systems provide a docking point for the development of plans 

submitted to the Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty. One of the consistent themes that 

emerged in the key informant interviews was the importance of setting credible targets for 

domestic resource mobilisation consistent with IMF/World Bank macroeconomic programmes. 

 

Creating a global virtual financing mechanism for social protection will not in and of itself create 

transformative change. Progress towards universal provision will depend on national action, domestic 

resource mobilisation, and government leadership. However, a virtual financing mechanism could play an 

enabling role by remedying weaknesses in the current institutional architecture for social protection and 

providing a focal point for the more effective delivery needed to mitigate the effect of aid cuts. For all the 

strengths of the individual agencies in the current architecture, there is widespread agreement that there is 

scope to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of their collective effort. The Global Alliance Against 

Hunger and Poverty was created to accelerate progress towards the eradication of hunger and poverty – 

and it is well placed to act on that mission as the platform for a virtual financing initiative. 
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ANNEX 1 – METHODOLOGY 

The findings and recommendations of the report are informed by analysis in the four annexes (Annex 2 to 

5) that follow.  

Annex 2 provides a snapshot of the external financing landscape for both social protection and 

humanitarian CVA based on the latest available data. Data on development finance flows for social 

protection are from the OECD Creditor Reporting System (CRS) for 2023. Data on humanitarian finance 

for CVA are also for 2023, and are based on a dataset assembled by Swithern et al., (2025), which draws 

on data predominantly from the UNOCHA Financial Tracking Service and WFP. Adjustments have been 

made to avoid double-counting of ODA coded to social protection (SP) that is delivered by WFP or other 

actors also captured on FTS. Note that social protection (CRS data) and CVA (FTS data) cover funding to 

these programmes, whereas WFP data cover CVA that was delivered to recipients. Other data sources 

are cited as notes to charts and tables where relevant. 

Annex 3 provides an analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, and other relevant features of existing 

mechanisms for coordinating development financing of social protection, and mechanisms for 

coordinating humanitarian financing, including CVA. These are listed in Table 1 below. The analysis 

is informed by literature reviews, relevant data points (i.e. the volume of funding the mechanism 

manages), and in some instances key informant interviews with relevant staff of these institutions that 

manage these funds and initiatives. 

 

Table 1  Mechanisms for coordinating financing for social protection and CVA 

Type of financing Name Managing institution 

Development Rapid Social Response and Adaptive Social 

Protection (RSR-ADSP) Trust Fund 

World Bank 

 Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for 

Just Transitions 

ILO 

 Global Shield Against Climate Risks n/a 

 Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty n/a 

 Country Multi-Donor Trust Funds (MDTFs) World Bank 

Humanitarian Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) UNOCHA 

 Changing Lives Transformation Fund (CLTF) WFP 

 Country-Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs) UNOCHA 

Note: Key informant interviews were conducted with staff from the ILO, World Bank, and WFP. 

 

 

Annex 4 provides an analysis of global mechanisms for coordinating financing in other sectors. 

These are listed in Table 2 below. Again, the analysis is predominantly informed by literature review, 

relevant data points, and in some instances interviews with key informants familiar with the work of these 

funds and initiatives. The analysis is structured based on the country focus, programmatic focus, funding 

models, allocation approaches, conditionalities, processes, and governance of these funds and initiatives. 
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Table 2  Global mechanisms for coordinating financing in other sectors 

Sector / theme Mechanism 

Health Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria (The Global Fund) 

 Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance (Gavi) 

Education Global Partnership for Education (GPE) 

 Education Cannot Wait (ECW) 

Climate Global Environment Facility (GEF) 

 Green Climate Fund (GCF) 

 Fund for Responding to Loss and Damage (FRLD) 

Nutrition Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition (GAIN) 

 Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 

Note: Key informant interviews were conducted to inform the reviews of GAIN and SUN.  

 

The selection of the mechanisms reviewed in Tables 1 and 2 above and Annexes 3 and 4 below was 

informed by a consultation workshop with key stakeholders from relevant agencies at the end of the 

project’s inception phase in April 2024. These included representatives of the World Bank, WFP, ILO, 

UNICEF, other UN agencies, and other bilateral funders.  

 

Annex 5 focuses on mechanisms for coordinating external financing for social protection at the 

country level. A sample of 11 countries and one region (the Sahel) was selected for analysis. Selection 

was based on the recommendations of key informants with cross-country knowledge of scaling up 

financing for social protection in lower-income countries. Additional factors considered in country selection 

were fragility, climate vulnerability, and whether these countries were currently engaging with the global 

mechanisms for financing social protection listed in Table 1 above.  

The analysis and findings in Annex 5 are based on predominantly on interviews with key informants from 

government, development partners, and humanitarian agencies. These are supplemented with additional 

information from relevant literature and evaluations on the selected countries, as well as other countries 

where relevant. Table 3 below lists the countries selected and categories of key informants interviewed. 

The country-level key informant interviews were carried out virtually from June to August 2025 based on 

an interview guide that aimed to identify:  

» key mechanisms for coordinating external financing for social protection  

» reasons for establishing coordination mechanisms 

» how well coordination mechanisms function 

» promising coordination practices 

» poor coordination practices 

» lessons for improving coordination  

» how countries are responding to shrinking ODA 
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Table 3  Key informant interviews by sample countries 

Country Government World Bank Other 

donors 

WFP Other UN Total 

Afghanistan  X  X X3, 4 4 

Cambodia X  X1 X X5 4 

Ethiopia  X X2   2 

Ghana    X  1 

Kenya X X X2   3 

Malawi X X  X  3 

Rwanda  X X2 X  3 

Pakistan   X2  X3 2 

Somalia  X    1 

Yemen  X X2   2 

Zambia  X  X X3 3 

Sahel  X    1 

Notes: 1 = GiZ (German Organisation for International Cooperation); 2 = FCDO (UK Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office); 3 = UNICEF; 4 = UN OCHA; 5 = ILO.  
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ANNEX 2 – DATA ANALYSIS 

» Official development finance (ODF) for social protection and humanitarian aid in the form of cash and 

voucher assistance (CVA) were each roughly USD 10 billion in 2023.  

» The World Bank is the biggest provider of ODF (67%) and the World Food Programme (WFP) the 

biggest provider of CVA (30%), so improving coordination between these agencies will be key for 

harmonising development and humanitarian financing.  

» ODF for social protection is concentrated (much more so than education and health), and most of it 

flows through recipient governments. However, the data suggest a long tail of activities and small 

transactions for many countries. These could be related to currency adjustments for multi-donor trust 

funds (MDTFs) and/or small technical assistance projects.  

» On a per capita basis, low-income countries, fragile and conflict-affected states (FCAS), and climate-

vulnerable countries are reasonably well targeted by ODF, and when CVA is accounted for they look 

well targeted. However, for ODF, lower-middle-income countries (LMICs) are underserved compared 

with upper-middle-income countries (UMICs), as are the most climate-vulnerable countries compared 

with the second most vulnerable. Some countries, including Türkiye and Ukraine, create large 

distortions in interpreting these numbers, however.  

» The largest potential coordination issues – large volumes and multiple actors – look to be in protracted 

crisis countries (PCCs). But coordination would also appear to be an emergent issue in refugee-

hosting countries, and in countries in the low-income, fragile, climate-vulnerable nexus that need to 

scale up social protection coverage. It is this set of countries that is most likely to benefit from global 

mechanisms for coordinating financing for social protection.  

» ODF looks set to decline in 2025 by 5% compared with 2023 levels, while the impact on CVA looks to 

be much deeper, given that bilateral donors, including the United States in particular, are the biggest 

providers.  

 

6.1 Development financing for social protection  

» ODA and OOF disbursements combined were USD 10.1 billion in 2023, with just over half of the total 

disbursed as ODA. 

» Levels have fallen by 11% from 2021, with a decline in OOF driving this decrease. 

 

Figure 1 ODF for social protection, 2021-2023 

 

Source: OECD CRS. 

Notes: ODF= official development finance; ODA = official development assistance; OOF = other official 

flows; ODF = ODA + OOFs; type of flow = disbursements. 
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6.1.1 Donors 

» The largest five donors in 2023 were all multilateral financial institutions. 

» World Bank institutions: the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) and the 

International Development Association (IDA) were the largest two donors of development finance to 

social protection in 2023, with IBRD the largest OOF provider and IDA the largest ODA provider. 

» Two regional development banks: the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) was the third-largest 

and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) the fifth-largest provider of social protection development 

finance in 2023. 

» The EU was the fourth-largest donor, and for ODA only was second-largest. 

» Bilateral donors were the sixth- to 10th-largest providers: Germany, the United States, Japan, the 

United Kingdom, and Sweden. 

 

Figure 2 Top 10 donors of ODF for social protection, 2023 

 

Source: OECD CRS. 

Notes: ODF= official development finance; ODA = official development assistance; OOF = other official 

flows; ODF = ODA + OOFs; type of flow = disbursements. 

6.1.2 Allocations across country groupings 

» ODA per capita in LICs in 2023 was USD 2.47, higher than ODA and OOF combined in LMICs (USD 

1.27) and UMICs (USD 1.52) (Figure 3). 

» On a per-capita basis, fragile states receive more ODA and OOF than non-fragile ones (USD 3.86 vs 

USD 1.07). Non-fragile states include China and India, each with a greater population than all fragile 

states combined (Figure 4).  

» More ODA goes to countries that are more vulnerable to climate change, while more OOF goes to 

less vulnerable countries. Overall, the least climate-vulnerable countries capture a larger share per 

capita than the second-least vulnerable, and the second-most vulnerable capture a larger share per 

capita than the most vulnerable (Figure 5).  
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Figure 3 Country allocable ODA and OOF to social protection per capita by income group, 2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS and World Bank. 

Figure 4 ODA and OOF to social protection per capita by fragility status, 2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS and World Bank. 

Note: Fragile countries based on World Bank’s FY25 List of Fragile and Conflict-Affected Situations. 
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Figure 5 ODA and OOF to social protection per capita by climate vulnerability grouping, 2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, ND-GAIN and IMF WEO. 

Notes: Vulnerability categories based on ND-GAIN vulnerability score with each group containing a 

roughly even (33 or 34) number of countries. Seven countries with no ND-GAIN data are excluded. 

 

6.1.3 Delivery channels 

» The vast majority (90%) of social protection finance in 2023 is reported to be channelled through 

recipient governments.  

» Multilaterals make up 4.2% of the total, representing the second-largest channel. Of the finance to 

social protection channelled through multilaterals, USD 116 million was channelled through the World 

Bank, and USD 278 million was channelled through UN agencies, with UNICEF receiving USD 147 

million, the International Labour Organization USD 30 million, and UNDP USD 20 million. 

» A number of other channels make up the remaining few percent, including donor governments (2.1%), 

and international/donor NGOs (1.6%). 

» Recipient NGOs and recipient private sector organisations each received 0.4%. 
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Figure 6 Channel of delivery, ODA and OOFs to social protection, 2023 

 

 

Source: OECD CRS. 

Note: Channel of delivery refers to the first implementing partner. 

 

6.1.4 Type of aid and delivery channel 

» Mapping the type of social protection ODA against the delivery channel for 2023 shows that project 

interventions and sector budget support channelled through recipient governments make up the 

largest share (Figure 7). 

» Aid channelled through multilaterals includes basket, pooled single and multiple funds, examples 

include funding to the Internal Displacement Solutions Fund, the Multi-Donor Trust Fund of Ethiopia, 

UNICEF Global Action Plan on Child Wasting, and the Rapid Social Response and Adaptive Social 

Protection Program (RSR-ADSP) under the World Bank. 

» NGOs receive aid in the form of core support, project interventions, and technical assistance, among 

other aid types. 
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Figure 7 Social protection ODA by aid type, left, and delivery channel, right (first implementing 

partner), 2023 

 

Source: OECD CRS. 

Notes: USD disbursements, constant 2022 prices. Data in the Sankey chart include ODA only. Over 99% 

of OOFs are channelled through the recipient government.  

6.1.5 Potential coordination issues 

» Although 56 donors are engaged within the sector, financing is much more concentrated among the 

top three and top 10 donors than in other sectors.  

Table 1  Donor concentration by sector 

Sector Top 3 donors Top 10 Donors 

Social Protection 83% 95% 

Health 58% 81% 

Education 45% 77% 

Overall 40% 68% 

Source: OECD CRS. 
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» At the same time, many recipient governments are engaging with many donors (10-20) through a 

large array of delivery channels (10-20). Moreover, the transaction profile skews towards many small 

activities. This potentially places an administrative burden on recipient governments and reduces 

value for money for donor governments.  

 

 

Table 2  ODA and OOF activities by transaction size, 2023 

Transaction size ODA activity count OOF activity count Total activity count 

> USD 1 million 412 79 491 

USD 500,000 to USD 1 million 183 7 190 

USD 100,000 to USD 500,000 793 15 808 

USD 10,000 to USD 100,000 1840 7 1847 

USD 1,000 to USD 10,000 1482 3 1485 

< USD 1,000 428 0  428 

 Source: OECD CRS. 

6.1.6 Potential impact of cuts 

» Total social protection development finance is expected to fall from USD 10.1 billion in 2023 to USD 

9.6 billion by 2026 (5%), driven by declines in aid from bilateral donors and the European Union. 

 

Figure 8 Total ODA and OOF with 2026 estimates factored in 

 

Sources: OECD CRS and author estimates (2026) (Table 3). 
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Table 3  Estimates of 2026 social protection development finance by donor, USD million 

 

 Donor 2021 2022 2023 2026 Change in cash terms, 2023-

2026 

 Multilateral         
 

 World Bank  6335.2 5599.3 6774.0 6770.2 NA 

 IADB 2049.0 431.3 1185.1 1184.4 NA 

 ADB 926.8 1672.6 373.9 373.7 NA 

 EU institutions 147.6 292.8 575.2 354.5 -37% 

 Bilateral 

 Germany 485.5 697.1 206.9 148.6 -26% 

 United States 117.5 74.3 162.0 29.4 -82% 

 United Kingdom 159.3 90.0 112.7 66.0 -40% 

 Sweden 93.4 66.4 55.2 27.2 -50% 

 Norway 30.2 24.2 47.0 57.9 +14% 

 Canada 31.4 25.0 13.8 11.6 -15% 

 Australia 47.9 37.2 54.7 58.7 +7% 

 France 228.6 101.7 47.0 23.5 -50% 

 Netherlands 10.3 26.9 8.1 3.9 -51% 

Source: Authors.  

Notes: USD million, constant 2022 prices (2026 figures adjusted for inflation rises (7%) and transformed into constant 

2022 prices). Estimated declines are based on ODI Global analysis of announced aid cuts as at 29 March 2025. The 

announcements referred to overall level of aid. ODI Global assumed the same percentage cut would be applied to 

funding for social protection. 

6.2 The humanitarian and development financing nexus 

» Humanitarian cash and voucher assistance (CVA) was estimated to be USD 9.7 billion in 2023, based 

on the dataset used by Swithern et al. (2025). 

» The USD 9.7 billion estimate in 2023 is derived from data collected from the CALP Network and 

supplemented with UN OCHA’s financial tracking service (FTS) and HPC Project Module data. The 

approach also combines FTS data with cash-related data from UN OCHA’s projects module and 

WFP’s CASHboard Analytics to create a uni ue dataset on financial volumes of humanitarian cash 

and voucher assistance by recipient country. 

» The dataset provides differing levels of disaggregation depending on the source. The FTS data, of 

which USD 2.9 billion is included in the USD 9.7 billion total, allows for disaggregation by donor and 

delivery channel/agency. WFP data, however, which makes up USD 3.0 billion of the CVA total, does 

not specify donor information. The remaining USD 3.7 billion in the dataset does not specify the donor 

or indicate specific channel information, beyond aggregations of NGOs, UN agencies and Red Cross 

Red Crescent (RCRC). From these data sources, it is possible to disaggregate USD 2.9 billion by 

donor, USD 5.9 billion by specific delivery channel/agency, and USD 5.9 billion by country.22  

_________ 

22 Information on specific reporting by channel in the FTS is subject to the data quality of individual project records, not 
all of which provide detail. 
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6.2.1 Donors 

» The top three donors of CVA ODA in the FTS in 2023 were the United States (USD 1.1 billion), the 

European Union (USD 564 million) and Germany (USD 191 million). 

» The United States was the third-largest donor of social protection and CVA ODA combined (USD 1.3 

billion). Social protection and CVA from the European Union and Germany are evenly split. 

» The World Bank and regional development banks do not report a notable volume of CVA in the FTS. 

 

Figure 9 Largest 10 donors of social protection ODA, social protection OOF and FTS CVA 

combined, 2023 

 
Sources: OECD CRS and UNOCHA FTS 

Notes: The CVA shown is partial, with the FTS and WFP together containing USD 5.8 billion out of the 

USD 9.7 billion total. FTS CVA estimates have excluded WFP CVA to avoid double-counting. The bulk of 

WFP's income is earmarked and donor information is not included for CVA. 

6.2.2 Allocations across country groupings 

» The per capita allocation of CVA is highest among LICs in 2023 at USD 3.53 per person. CVA per 

capita is lower in LMICs (USD 0.51) and UMICs (USD 0.61). 

» Türkiye (USD 514 million) and Ukraine (USD 933 million) received 84% of CVA to UMICs. 

» Social protection ODA per capita is largest in LICs (USD 2.47), while OOF per capita is largest in 

UMICs (USD 1.30). 

» In volume terms, CVA stood at USD 2.4 billion in LICs, USD 1.5 billion in LMICs and USD 1.7 billion in 

UMICs. The largest volume of social protection ODA is directed to LMICs (USD 2.5 billion) and the 

largest volume of social protection OOF goes to UMICs (USD 3.6 billion). 
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» Between the FTS and WFP CVA data, WFP transferred 60% of the CVA in LICs, 71% in LMICs and 

24% in UMICs. 

 

Figure 10 ODA (social protection), OOF (social protection) and CVA per capita by income group, 

2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank. 

Note: The CVA represented is partial, with the FTS and WFP containing USD 5.9 billion out of the USD 

9.7 billion total. 

 

» Within 39 fragile contexts (based on World Bank classifications) the total per-capita allocation of CVA 

and social protection expenditure outweighs non-fragile contexts (USD 7.92 compared with USD 1.34 

in 2023). More than half of the per-capita allocation in fragile states is in the form of CVA (USD 4.06).  

» Non-fragile states receive a lower per capita allocation across all three finance types than fragile 

states (USD 1.34 in total). 

» In volume terms, fragile states received USD 4.1 billion in CVA, USD 1.9 billion in ODA and USD 2.0 

billion in OOFs. In contrast, non-fragile states received USD 1.5 billion in CVA, USD 2.9 billion in ODA 

and USD 3.0 billion in OOFs. 

» Of total social protection OOF in fragile states, 95% was allocated to Ukraine (USD 1.9 billion). 

» Between the FTS and WFP CVA data, WFP transferred just over half of the CVA in fragile states 

(52%) and non-fragile states (51%). 
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Figure 11 ODA (social protection), OOF (social protection) and CVA per capita by fragility status, 

2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank. 

Notes: The CVA represented is partial, with the FTS and WFP containing USD 5.9 billion out of the USD 

9.7 billion total. Fragile countries based on World Bank’s FY25 List of Fragile and Conflict-Affected 

Situations. 

 

» Figure 12 shows ODA, OOF and CVA by the climate vulnerability grouping of countries, based on 

country ranking according to the ND-GAIN’s vulnerability index. The index measures a country's 

exposure, sensitivity and capacity to adapt to the negative effects of climate change.  

» The countries most vulnerable to climate change are among the highest per capita recipients of CVA 

(USD 2.92) in 2023.  

» The highest per capita ODA allocation is to the second most vulnerable country grouping (USD 2.02), 

slightly higher than the most vulnerable grouping (USD 1.64). 

» The largest allocation of OOF per capita is to countries classified as least vulnerable (USD 1.58).  

» Between the FTS and WFP CVA data, WFP transferred 71% of CVA in the most vulnerable country 

grouping, and 36% in the least vulnerable grouping. 
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Figure 12 ODA (social protection), OOFs (social protection) and CVA per capita by climate 

vulnerability status, 2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and ND-GAIN. 

Notes: The CVA represented is partial, with the FTS and WFP containing USD 5.9 billion out of the USD 

9.7 billion total. The climate vulnerability categories are developed by the author by dividing countries into 

roughly even groupings based on their ND-GAIN 2022 climate vulnerability score relative to other 

recipients 

 

6.2.3 Delivery channels 

» UN agencies deliver around 60% of CVA in 2023, with 28% through NGOs and 12% through the Red 

Cross Red Crescent. 

» The CVA dataset contains around USD 3 billion in CVA provided through WFP in 2023, representing 

around a third of the overall total and just over half of the UN total (51%). 

» It is possible to discern more detail on specific channels of delivery from the FTS CVA. Large 

multilateral channels of delivery in the FTS receiving CVA included UNHCR, the UN Refugee Agency 

(USD 389 million), the International Organization for Migration (USD 268 million), UNICEF (USD 224 

million), the UN Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) (USD 138 million), and 

the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) (USD 76 million). Large NGOs included the Agency 

for Technical Cooperation and Development (USD 95 million), Mercy Corps (USD 72 million), Danish 

Refugee Council (USD 63 million), Deutsche Welthungerhilfe (USD 49 million), and Norwegian 

Refugee Council (USD 46 million). However, a notable volume of CVA to NGOs was not specified 

(USD 468 million). Red Cross Red Crescent received USD 1.2 billion according to CALP network 

data. 
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Figure 13 CVA by channel of delivery, 2023 

 

Sources: UNOCHA FTS and CALP Network. 

Note: RCRC = Red Cross Red Crescent. 

» In contrast to CVA, the vast majority of ODF to social protection is channelled through the public 

sector, with a low share going through NGOs and UN agencies. 

 

Figure 14 CVA channel of delivery compared with social protection ODF channel of delivery 

 

Sources: UNOCHA FTS, CALP Network and OECD CRS. 
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6.2.4 Potential coordination issues 

» CVA makes up a large share of CVA + (ODF for social protection) in a relatively small number of 

countries. 

 

Figure 15 CVA as a share of CVA + (ODF for social protection) 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank. 

 

» For 30 countries, CVA represents more than 50% of CVA + ODF. This includes a mix of:  

1. Protracted crisis countries (e.g. Afghanistan, Chad, Syria)  

2. Refugee hosting countries (e.g. Bangladesh, Egypt)  

3. Countries that receive low levels of CVA + ODF per capita for social protection (e.g. Eswatini, 

Namibia, Peru) 

» There is substantial crossover between groups two and three (e.g. Egypt and Bangladesh are 

refugee-hosting countries that receive a relatively low level of ODA+CVA per capita).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

70

10
8 8

6
3 4

9
7 7

CVA as % of CVA + ODF 

[0%, 10%]
(10%, 20%]

(20%, 30%]
(30%, 40%]

(40%, 50%]
(50%, 60%]

(60%, 70%]
(70%, 80%]

(80%, 90%]
(90%, 100%]

N
um

be
r o

f c
ou

nr
ie

s

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80



 

 

Building Equitable Social Protection Systems for a 

Sustainable Development Goal Recovery: The Case for 

a Global ‘Virtual Financing’ Mechanism 

 

 

 

 

 

 75 
 

Figure 16 ODF for social protection + CVA per capita, 2023 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank. 

 

» For 27 countries, CVA + ODF is greater than USD 10 per capita in 2023. This includes a mix of: 

6. Protracted crisis countries 

7. Refugee-hosting countries (e.g. Lebanon and Jordan) 

8. Small population countries (e.g. Grenada, Tonga). 

» For category one and two countries, CVA makes a large contribution to CVA+ODF per capita.  

 

Figure 17 ODF for social protection + CVA per capita > USD 10 and CVA as a share of ODF + CVA 

 

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank. 
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» Potential coordination issues are likely to occur in countries where there are: 

1. Already relatively high volumes of financing (both ODF and CVA) and a large number of actors 

working at scale. A handful of protracted crisis countries – Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Somalia, South 

Sudan, Sudan, Yemen – stand out in this regard.  

2. Large refugee populations with questions over integration with national systems.  

3. Other low-income, fragile, climate-vulnerable countries needing to scale up social protection. This 

is a broader group where coordination issues are likely to emerge.  

6.2.5 Exploring the intersection of fragility and climate vulnerability  

» Of the 70 most climate vulnerable countries, 26 are classified as fragile by the World Bank and/or 

OECD.  

» Ten lie in a belt across Central Africa from Guinea-Bissau to Somalia. 

» Half are LICs (15/26). The group of 26 fragile states includes three-fifths of all LICs (15/25). There are 

no UMICs in this group of 26 countries. 

» Half are extremely fragile (OECD category). The group includes two-thirds of all OECD extremely 

fragile countries (13/18). Of the missing ones, Equatorial Guinea is rated extremely fragile by OECD 

but not fragile by the World Bank. Three have low climate vulnerability scores: Iraq, Libya and Syria. 

» Median social protection coverage is low, at 12% (World Bank measure; the ILO measure is even 

lower, at 8%). However, there are notable examples of countries that have achieved over a third 

(using World Bank measure): Burkina Faso (43%); Mali (35%), Timor Leste (35%), Yemen (43%) and 

Zimbabwe (37%).  

» Total development and CVA funding to these countries is USD 4.1 billion. On average, development 

and CVA funding is evenly balanced – CVA provides 56% of the total and development funding 44%. 

The only countries where development funding provides 100% are where the funding is very small 

(less than USD 10 million).  

» WFP and the World Bank are by far the largest donors, accounting for three-quarters of all funding 

(73%). They are co-equal funders (WFP provides 7% more). The United States is the next largest, 

accounting for another 10%. The European Union, IADB, United Kingdom and Germany are the only 

other funders providing more than USD 50 million, and collectively provide another 6% of the total. 

» Only three other UN agencies are involved in delivering more than USD 50 million a year: FAO, IOM 

and UNHCR.  

» Four countries receive half the total development and CVA funding: Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Somalia, 

and Yemen. Only in Somalia does this amount to more than USD 1 a month per person. The typical 

(median) amount is 33 cents a month per person.  

» Only 1% of total funding is tagged as climate funding.  

» Only one of the countries is a Global Accelerator Pathfinder country (DRC). 
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Table 4  ODF for Ssocial protection and CVA funding for climate-vulnerable and fragile countries  
Country Climate 

vulnerab
ility rank 

World 
Bank 

social 
protecti

on 
coverag

e % 

ODF for 
social 

protecti
on 

funding 
2023 
(USD 

million) 

CVA 
funding 

2023 
(USD 

million) 

ODF for 
social 

protection 
+ CVA 

funding 
2023 
(USD 

million) 

ODF for 
social 

protecti
on % 
Total 
2023 

CVA % 
Total 
2023 

ODF for 
social 

protecti
on + 

CVA per 
person 
(USD) 

Chad 1 11  2   69   72  3% 97% 4 

Solomon Islands 2 2  1   -   1  100% 0% 2 

Niger 3 23  18   58   75  23% 77% 3 

Guinea-Bissau 5 22  1  0   1  109% -9% 0 

Somalia 6 8  127   535   663  19% 81% 41 

Eritrea 8 No data  0   -   0  100% 0% 0 

Sudan 9 7  31   113   144  22% 78% 3 

Mali 10 35  22   88   110  20% 80% 5 

South Sudan 12 6  12   141   153  8% 92% 10 

Afghanistan 15 9  21   363   384  5% 95% 9 

Central African 

Republic 

17 No data  13   21   34  38% 62% 7 

DRC 22 11  17   151   167  10% 90% 2 

Burundi 26 9  58   11   69  84% 16% 5 

Papua New 

Guinea 

28 4  3   -   3  100% 0% 0 

Timor-Leste 29 35  24   -   24  100% 0% 18 

Comoros 30 8  6   -   6  100% 0% 7 

Burkina Faso 38 43  113   62   175  65% 35% 7 

Ethiopia 39 22  416   93   509  82% 18% 5 

Yemen 40 43  208   161   369  56% 44% 11 

Congo 42 9  14   3   17  84% 16% 3 

Myanmar 44 14  8   94   102  8% 92% 2 

Haiti 45 20  80   90   169  47% 53% 14 

Zimbabwe 52 37  2   7   10  25% 75% 1 

Cameroon 55 13  31   24   55  56% 44% 2 

Mozambique 61 6  129   52   181  71% 29% 5 

Nigeria 65 21  416   194   611  68% 32% 3 
   

  
 

  
   

Total  
 

   1,773   2,331   4,103        

Mean  
 

        43% 57% 
 

Median  
 

 12   19   60   88  56% 44%  4  

Sources: OECD CRS, UNOCHA FTS, World Food Programme and World Bank 

Notes: ‘‘denotes ‘no data’ 
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6.2.6 Potential impact on CVA of cuts  

CVA funding risks being heavily affected by aid cuts in 2025.  

» The 2025 Global Humanitarian Assistance report notes that humanitarian financing fell by 11% (from 

USD 45.7 billion to USD 40.8 billion) going into 2024, the largest cut ever recorded. This indicates an 

unprecedented cut even before the aid cuts from major donors in 2025.  

» The report further estimates that in 2025, humanitarian funding from governments could drop by 34% 

to 45% from the peak in 2023. CVA fell from USD 9.7 billion in 2023 to USD 8.6 billion in 2024 and 

even further to USD 5.6 billion in 2025, representing a 42% decrease between 2023 and 2025.23 

ANNEX 3 – SURVEY OF GLOBAL MECHANISMS 

FOR COORDINATING FINANCING FOR SOCIAL 

PROTECTION 

This section looks at the strengths and weaknesses of the main mechanisms for coordinating external 

financing of social protection and CVA, with a focus on mechanisms that pool funding, or attempt to 

encourage pooled funding.  

The main findings that emerge are:  

» The pooling of development finance for social protection at the global level is limited. Among the 

existing and emerging mechanisms – the RSR-ADSP, the Global Accelerator, and the Global Shield – 

donors are pooling small amounts of funding (primarily for technical assistance) to catalyse other 

sources of funding for social protection. 

» The pooling of development finance for social protection is more significant at the country level, but 

the establishment of pooled funds such as World Bank Multi-Donor Trust Funds (MDTFs) is highly 

idiosyncratic and based on a variety of push and pull factors. Although they are a source of funding for 

social safety nets in unstable contexts, in others their primary objective is to provide technical 

assistance to catalyse other sources of funding for social protection.  

» This means that the World Bank (and regional MDBs) core financing operations (e.g. IDA and IBRD 

financing) are the de facto global fund(s) of development finance for social protection, while there is an 

emerging role for climate finance to flow through social protection systems in response to shocks.  

» The pooling of humanitarian financing for CVA is also limited. Country-based pooled funds (CBPFs) 

and the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) both pool resources, including for CVA, but 

comprise a small share of the overall humanitarian financing envelope. WFP’s Changing Lives 

Transformation Fund (WFP-CLTF) is similar in size and objective to the pooling mechanisms that 

have been established for coordinating development finance for social protection.  

» The same set of donors fund most of these mechanisms across the humanitarian-development divide. 

The World Bank and WFP are establishing an architecture for collaboration and coordination across 

this divide, suggesting ample scope for reallocating resources from humanitarian programming for 

short-term CVA, to development financing for the establishment of social safety nets, particularly in 

countries such as the 29 fragile, climate-vulnerable, crisis-affected countries identified above.  

Doing so would require building on the strengths of the existing development finance mechanisms while 

compensating for some of their weaknesses, including:  

» Reconciling demand versus need: A key strength across these initiatives is that they are responding 

to demand.24 However, this demand-driven approach limits coverage in countries with the greatest 

need for basic social protection (cash transfers and other social safety net programmes), where 

_________ 

23 Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2025. ALNAP. Available at: https://alnap.org/help-library/resources/global-
humanitarian-assistance-gha-report-2025-e-report/ 
24 As shown by the ‘jobs’ focus of both the RSR-ADSP and Global Accelerator, the in-country-processes of both the 
Global Accelerator and the Global Shield, and the ‘clearing house’ aspect of the of the GAAHP.  

https://alnap.org/help-library/resources/global-humanitarian-assistance-gha-report-2025-e-report/
https://alnap.org/help-library/resources/global-humanitarian-assistance-gha-report-2025-e-report/
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political economy factors reduce demand. Moreover, ‘demand-led’ is an ambiguous term. The RSR-

ADSP and Global Accelerator are not recipient executed. RSR-ADSP funding requests come from 

country teams, while Global Accelerator participation requires countries to commit to specific 

processes.  

» Recognising the limits of leverage: An obvious weakness is the limited amount of development 

finance that these (predominantly technical assistance) initiatives provide for financing a country’s 

social protection systems in general, and cash transfer-based social safety nets specifically, compared 

with funding mechanisms in other sectors (Annex 5). The operating model for all three of the RSR-

ADSP, the Global Accelerator, and the Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty (GAAHP) is to 

leverage predominantly existing sources of development and domestic resources for social protection. 

While the Global Shield offers the most potential in terms of leveraging new and additional financing 

for cash transfer-based social safety nets, its links to these are tenuous, and funding often flows 

through humanitarian channels. Moreover, many of the instruments it finances can only fund a 

temporary scale-up of existing social safety nets in response to infrequent shocks,25 which means 

financing is still required to establish them where inadequate coverage of basic social protection 

systems is the departure point (as is the case in many of the 29 fragile, climate-vulnerable, crisis-

affected countries).  

» Funding constraints are currently limiting how much these initiatives can offer. The RSR-ADSP is 

small, compared with other multi-donor trust funds managed by the World Bank, and oversubscribed. 

The Global Accelerator and the WFP Changing Lives Transformation Fund (WFP-CLTF) are below 

their funding targets. The GAAHP support mechanism relies heavily on secondments, and the 

assumption that the Global Shield will mobilise additional resources for social protection from the Fund 

for Loss and Damage may prove false.  

» Collaboration around common goals emerges as an overall strength of the existing 

architecture. The Global Accelerator and RSR-ADSP provide joint support through the 

Multistakeholder Engagement to Implement the Global Accelerator and the World Bank Compass (M-

GA), though that this might not have occurred without the deliberate funding for such collaboration by 

Germany (BMZ, 2024), which is similarly involved in coordinating the activity of the Global Shield and 

the World Bank via the Global Shield Financing Facility (GSFF). Similarly, the World Bank, the Global 

Accelerator and GAAHP align around common targets such as SP500 – the World Bank’s goal of 

reaching 500 million more people with social protection and labour programmes by 2030.26  

» Heavy in-country processes: Both the Global Accelerator’s broad scope and the Global Shield’s 

highly technical nature require significant government commitment, time and technical assistance, 

which might explain their lack of activity in fragile states. While the GAAHP aims to simplify such 

processes, there is insufficient evidence to assess whether it has achieved this goal.  

 

6.3 Global mechanisms for coordinating financing for social 
protection 

Several established and emerging mechanisms enable donors to coordinate the funding they provide for 

social protection and leverage additional domestic and external sources of financing. These include the 

World Bank’s Rapid Social Response Adaptive and Dynamic Social Protection (RSR-ADSP) Program, the 

UN Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for Just Transitions, and the Global Shield. The 

Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty (GAAHP) is described in the following sections but not 

included in the table below as it is new and not currently a mechanism for pooling funding for social 

protection at the global level. The use of country-level MDTFs is also discussed from a global perspective.  

_________ 

25 ARC Ltd. Considers infrequent shocks those that occur once in every five years or less, and offers up to USD 30 
million per country for these events. See How ARC Works | African Risk Capacity Group  
26 As seen in the Global Accelerator and World Bank’s commitment to achieving universal social protection through 
the M-GA (UN-GA, 2025b) as well as the GAAHP’s commitment to universal social protection in their foundational 
documents (GAAHP, 2024). 

https://www.arc.int/how-arc-works
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Table 5  Mechanisms for coordinating financing for social protection 

Name Establishe

d 

Funding Funding 

cycles 

Funders Country 

Coverage 

Programmati

c Focus 

RSR-

ADSP 

2008 • USD 141 
million (2009 
to 2021) 

• Currently 
projecting 
USD 10-15 
million per 
year 

• Irregular 
fund 
raising 
with 
regular 
funding 
rounds  

• Bilatera
l donors 
– 7 

• Other – 
3 

• IDA and 
IBRD eligible 
countries 

• Broad – 4 
investment 
areas and 4 
themes 

Global 

Accelerato

r 

2021 • <10% of 
USD 600 
million target 
for 30 
countries 
over 5 years 
raised to 
date  

• Two 
annual 
fundraisin
g rounds 
to date 
(2024 and 
2025)  

• Bilatera
l donors 
– 6 

• 18 pathfinder 
countries 

• Broad – jobs, 
social 
protection, 
and just 
transitions.  

Global 

Shield 

2022 • USD 350 
million raised 
by end 2024 

• EUR 10.7 
million in 
premium 
commitment
s in 2024 
(GSSP) 

• USD 13 
million in 
payouts in 
2024 (GSFF) 

• Unclear • Bilatera
l donors 
– 6 

• Bilatera
l donors 
– 5 
(GSFF) 

• Total – 
9 

• 13 countries 
(GSSP) 

• 18 countries 
(GSFF) 

• 4 countries 
receive 
support from 
both 
mechanisms
: 
Bangladesh, 
Jamaica, 
Malawi, 
Pakistan 

• Narrow – 
climate 
change and 
disaster risk 
financing 
instruments 
(CDRFI) 

Country 

MDTFs 

n/a • USD 250 
million 

• Typically 
3-5 years 

• DAC 
donors 

• TBC • Narrow – 
usually focus 
on a specific 
set of 
programmes 
or projects 

Source: Authors. 

6.3.1 The Rapid Social Response and Adaptive Social Protection Program (RSR-ADSP) 

The RSR-ADSP Program is the longest-running coordination mechanism. A World Bank-managed multi-

donor trust fund established in 2008, it provides provides relatively small grants (average of USD 0.5 

million)27 with the aim of leveraging larger programmes of support via the World Bank’s core financing 

mechanisms – IDA and the IBRD.28 This ‘catalytic’ effect is understood to be the largest appeal for its 

funders, which include both bilateral donors and private foundations.29  

_________ 

27 Between 2009 and 2021 the average grant size was USD 470,000 (World Bank, 2023).  
28 Between 2009 and 2021 USD 141 has been linked with USD 8.5 billion in IDA financing and USD 8.7 billion in IBRD 
financing (World Bank, 2023).  
29 Funders include Australia, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, the Russian Federation, the United Kingdom, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, USAID, the GHR Foundation and UBS Optimus Foundation. 
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Nevertheless, funding is constrained – demand for funding in each of its 19 proposal rounds before 2021 

exceeded available resources, often by a ratio of more than two to one (World Bank, 2023). Fundraising is 

irregular. An initial phase ran from 2009 to 2012, phase two ran from 2012 to 2020, and phase three is set 

to run from 2023 to 2030 (World Bank, 2023).  

The programme has four main investment windows (ageing and pensions, adaptive social protection, 

active labour market policies, and digital delivery systems) and four themes (gender, climate, food and 

nutrition security, and fragility).30 Its partnerships window allows for collaboration between the World Bank 

and UN agencies (see Global Accelerator below).  

Grants from the RSR-ADSP are currently executed by the World Bank itself rather than recipient-

executed. Typically, these are grants to country teams for technical assistance, analysis, data collection, 

and impact evaluations. Its geographical scope is broad,31 though there has been a focus on low-income, 

IDA-eligible, and Sub-Saharan African countries.32  

A 2013 evaluation by the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) found that “many trust funds 

of global scope involve insufficient recipient participation and lack clear outcome objectives” (IEG, 2013), 

though it contains no specific references to the RSR-ADSP.  

6.3.2 The Global Accelerator on Jobs and Social Protection for Just Transitions 

The Global Accelerator was established by the UN Secretary-General in 2021. It has a broad 

programmatic focus covering integrated policies for jobs, social protection, and just transitions. It aims to 

mobilise funding and support for these policies through integrated financing frameworks and enhanced 

multilateral cooperation. It is funded by bilateral donors through a Joint SDG Fund window,33 contributions 

from the RSR-ADSP (see above) matched by the Joint SDG Fund window for the M-GA track,34 and 

related single-agency projects.35 Geographically, it aims to support 30 countries by 2030 where the 

informal economy, unemployment, and inequality are significant constraints to achieving the SDGs and in 

which the care, digital, and green economies are focus sectors.  

In practice, the main targeting criterion for onboarding its current 18 pathfinder countries is a high-level 

commitment from government, which the Global Accelerator facilitates through country-level exploratory 

discussions with the relevant stakeholders. Once the commitment is secured,36 the Global Accelerator 

supports governments to prepare a policy agenda (‘roadmap’) primarily through funding technical 

assistance from UN agencies (as well as the World Bank, for countries on the M-GA track). This part of 

the process is expected to take three to five years, to be followed by a period of policy reform and 

programme implementation. The governance and operating model for developing these ‘roadmaps’ is both 

elaborate and inclusive, including a global steering committee37, technical support facility, hub of 

expertise, and – at the country level – national steering committees that bring together government, 

development partners, the private sector, and social partners and civil society.  

Funding for the initiative is constrained, given the ambition of its founders to raise USD 600 million for 30 

countries over five years. For the 16 months ending April 2024, reporting shows a portfolio of USD 27.7 

million, with relatively small outlays across countries – USD 1.8 million per country in six high-impact track 

_________ 

30 The four themes are long-running and based on the preferences of funders, while the four investment windows 
emerged following a recent restructuring.  
31 Between 2009 and 2021 it funded 384 activities across 109 countries (World Bank, 2023). 
32 Between 2009 and 2021 50% of its grants were awarded in Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank, 2023). 
33 Spain (USD 10 million), Belgium (USD 3 million).  
34 Germany (USD 13.5 million for each fund), Ireland (USD 0.6 million for each fund) and Spain (USD 1 million for the 
RSR-ADSP).  
35 Korea provides USD 2.8 million to establish the Technical Support Facility and develop a Global ALMP Knowledge 
Repository. France (EUR 3 million) funds the ILO for the Global Accelerator programme in Senegal.  
36 Through a formal letter from the government.  
37 The global steering committee includes representatives from Pathfinder Country governments, UN, social partners, 
public development banks, donors, and civil society, providing strategic direction for all engagements. 
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countries, USD 200,000 per country in eight seed funding track countries, and USD 250,000 per country in 

nine M-GA track38 countries (FAO et al., 2024). Two fundraising rounds in 2024 and 2025 raised less than 

10% of the USD 600 million target. In terms of progress, six countries are in the initiation phase,39 high-

level government commitment has been secured in another four,40 a further seven are developing their 

policy ‘roadmap’41, and seven are implementing policy reforms.42 A comparison of completed roadmaps is 

expected to be published in November 2025.  

 

6.3.3 The Global Shield against Climate Risks 

The Global Shield was launched in 2022 at CoP27 by the Group of Seven (G7) and the Finance Ministers 

of Climate-Vulnerable Countries (V20). Its aim is to provide and facilitate more and better pre-arranged 

protection against climate- and disaster-related risks for vulnerable people and countries. The link 

between the Global Shield and social protection is not explicit. There are many ways in which climate and 

disaster risk financing might be used by countries. But acknowledgement is growing that this kind of 

financing can use social protection systems as a ‘money out’ mechanism to protect people in response to 

shocks and disasters (Maibaum, 2023; Solorzano and Goode, 2023).  

The main feature of the Global Shield is its ‘in-country process’ (ICP) and coordination teams, which 

support governments to develop their ‘re uest for support’. Surrounding these in-country processes are a 

‘coordination hub’ and ‘technical advisory group’ and three financing vehicles – the Global Shield 

Solutions Platform (GSSP),43 Global Shield Financing Facility (GSFF),44 and the CVF & V20 Joint Multi-

Donor Fund.45  

The GSSP is a multi-donor grant facility managed by the Frankfurt School of Finance & Management. 

Through its ‘country window’ it can (co)finance countries’ insurance risk premiums and national disaster 

management funds. It also finances the development of new (or more tailored) insurance products through 

its thematic window. Currently the GSSP operates in 12 countries and one region – the Pacific Islands.46 

One country, Ghana, has completed the ICP and put in place a country support package,47 which led to 

payouts of USD 3 million when its drought insurance policy was triggered in 2025, though to date most of 

the payout has been used to provide emergency food assistance (GSSP, 2025b). Pakistan recently 

completed its ICP and its re uest for support focuses on ‘expanding financial protection for critical 

infrastructure, making climate risk insurance accessible for smallholder farmers, and protecting livelihoods 

_________ 

38 M-GA track countries are countries where there is a multi-stakeholder engagement to support the implementation of 
the Global Accelerator and the World Bank Social Protection and Jobs Compass. See UN Global Accelerator (2024) 
39 Bangladesh, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kenya, Morocco, Tunisia and Zambia. 
40 Bhutan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Guinea, and Pakistan. 
41 Cabo Verde, Colombia, Nepal, Philippines, Rwanda, Senegal, and Viet Nam. 
42 Albania, Cambodia, Indonesia, Malawi, Namibia, Paraguay, and Uzbekistan. 
43 Serves the primary Global Shield financing vehicle to leverage the private sector and cooperate with 
complementary climate and disaster risk finance and insurance (CDRFI) initiatives and programmes.  
44 Serves as primary Global Shield financing vehicle for projects that can be integrated in ongoing World Bank 
programmes supporting governments in the area of risk finance, social protection, disaster risk reduction (DRR), 
market development, and further areas. Absorbed and builds on the experience of the Global Risk Financing Facility 
(GRiF). 
45 Finances South-South cooperation and learning.  
46 Bangladesh, Costa Rica, The Gambia, Ghana, Madagascar, Malawi, Pakistan, Peru, The Philippines, Rwanda, 
Senegal, Somalia, and the Pacific Islands (Fiji, Samoa and Tonga). 
47 Ghana’s ‘country support package’ includes support for drought coverage provided by ARC Ltd., support for the 
operationalisation and funding of the Agricultural Insurance Fund (AIF), support for extending the scope of insurance 
protecting vulnerable communities against urban flood to additional cities, and support for risk analytics with respect to 
coastal flooding (GSSP, 2025a). 
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through shock-responsive social protection’ (Fulco, 2024b). The GSSP also funds requests from four 

regional risk pools48 to improve their offerings through research (GSSP, 2025a).  

The GSSF is a World Bank-managed multi-donor trust fund and provides financing primarily via the World 

Bank, using its grants to leverage further IDA/IBRD allocations. In financial year 2024 it was operating in 

18 countries.49 As well as co-financing World Bank projects it can ‘transfer out’ to UN agencies in the 

humanitarian sector to support implementation, and building effective partnerships with these agencies 

and civil society organisations is one of its four pillars of action. Supporting countries affected by fragility, 

conflict and violence is a thematic priority, cutting across its pillars of action (GSFF, 2025). Examples of 

how its work links to social protection include a USD 21 million grant to Malawi to allow its flagship Social 

Cash Transfer Programme (SCTP) to scale up and be used for emergency response (GSFF, 2025); and a 

USD 20 million grant supporting two new disaster risk finance instruments that will allow Uganda’s flagship 

public works safety net programme to cover more people when there are droughts or floods (GSFF, 

2025).  

Overall, the Global Shield has raised USD 350 million in commitments in its first two years of operation 

(Fulco, 2024c). How this is allocated across the various financing facilities is not clear, nor when 

replenishment might be required. The GSSP receives funding from six donors50 while the GSSF receives 

funding from five.51 Germany is the largest overall contributor by far, with an initial contribution of EUR 170 

million.52  

While mobilising additional resources from the recently established Fund for Loss and Damage appears to 

be an objective of the Global Shield (Fulco, 2024a; GSSP, 2025a), mechanisms such as the Global Shield 

face criticism that they are insufficient and distract from holding responsible countries accountable for 

climate-related loss and damage (Wilkins and Wang, 2022).  

Between its launch in June 2023 and the end of 2024, the GSSP made EUR 10.7 million in premium 

support commitments (GSSP, 2025a). Payouts from the triggering of Ghana’s sovereign drought 

insurance policy with ARC Ltd in 2025 are estimated to be USD 3 million (GSSP, 2025b). Meanwhile, in 

2024 the GSFF arranged USD 4.5 billion in prearranged financing, and five instruments put in place with 

GSFF support were triggered for payouts totalling USD 13 million (GSFF, 2025).  

However, it is important to note that the regional risk pools that the Global Shield supports made payouts 

in 2024 and 2025, some of which were independent of this support. ARC Ltd made drought-related 

payouts of USD 32 million in Zimbabwe53 and USD 3.5 million in Malawi.54 SEADRIF made a payout of 

USD 3 million to Lao PDR in response to flooding from Typhoon Yagi.55 Vanuatu received a payout of 

USD 1.2 million from the PCRIC following an earthquake,56 and Guatemala received USD 6.3 million in 

response to excessive rainfall.57 

_________ 

48 The four regional risk pools are: Africa Risk Capacity (ARC) Ltd., the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk Insurance Facility 
(CRIFF), the Pacific Catastrophe Risk Insurance Company (PCRIC); and the South Asia Disaster Risk Insurance 
Facility (SEADRIF).  
49 10 countries on a bilateral basis – Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, DRC, Indonesia, Jamaica, Laos, Lesotho, Malawi, 
Morocco, and Mozambique – and a further eight through regional initiatives in the Horn of Africa, Southern Africa, and 
West Africa.  
50 Denmark, France, Germany, Ireland, Luxembourg, and the EU Commission. See Global Shield Solutions Platform 
(GSSP) | BMZ. 
51 Canada, Germany, Japan, Luxembourg, and the United Kingdom. See GSFF (2025). 
52 See V20 and G7 jointly launch Global Shield against Climate Risks at COP27 - V20: The Vulnerable Twenty Group. 
53 See The ARC Group makes a total of USD 32 million climate insurance payouts to assist people affected by 
drought in Zimbabwe | African Risk Capacity Group. 
54 See Government of Malawi receives an insurance payout from ARC Group following the 2024 drought | African Risk 
Capacity Group. 
55 See SEADRIF insurance payout to Lao PDR reaches USD 3 million in response to flooding from Typhoon Yagi - 
SEADRIF. 
56 See Vanuatu receives USD 1.2m payout from PCRIC following December earthquake - Reinsurance News. 
57 See CCRIF Provides First Payout of 2024 to the Government of Guatemala of USD 6.4 Million Associated with 
Rainfall | CCRIF SPC. 

https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/climate-change-and-development/climate-risk-insurance/global-shield-solutions-platform-gssp-238734?
https://www.bmz.de/en/issues/climate-change-and-development/climate-risk-insurance/global-shield-solutions-platform-gssp-238734?
https://www.v-20.org/v20-and-g7-jointly-launch-global-shield-against-climate-risks-at-cop27?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.arc.int/news/arc-group-makes-total-us32-million-climate-insurance-payouts-assist-people-affected-drought
https://www.arc.int/news/arc-group-makes-total-us32-million-climate-insurance-payouts-assist-people-affected-drought
https://www.arc.int/index.php/news/government-malawi-receives-insurance-payout-arc-group-following-2024-drought
https://www.arc.int/index.php/news/government-malawi-receives-insurance-payout-arc-group-following-2024-drought
https://seadrif.org/news/seadrif-insurance-payout-to-lao-pdr-reaches-us3-million-in-response-to-flooding-from-typhoon-yagi/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://seadrif.org/news/seadrif-insurance-payout-to-lao-pdr-reaches-us3-million-in-response-to-flooding-from-typhoon-yagi/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.reinsurancene.ws/vanuatu-receives-1-2m-payout-from-pcric-following-december-earthquake/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ccrif.org/news/ccrif-provides-first-payout-2024-government-guatemala-us64-million-associated-rainfall?language_content_entity=en&utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.ccrif.org/news/ccrif-provides-first-payout-2024-government-guatemala-us64-million-associated-rainfall?language_content_entity=en&utm_source=chatgpt.com
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6.3.4 The Global Alliance against Hunger and Poverty  

The Global Alliance was established in November 2024 under the Brazilian Presidency of the G20. As at 

22 August 2025 the Alliance membership included 102 countries, 52 foundations, 29 international 

organisations and 14 international financial institutions. The Alliance has two high-level objectives: (1) 

provide sustained political drive at the highest level, including at G20, to eliminate hunger and poverty 

across the world; (2) facilitate mobilisation and improved alignment of domestic and international support 

to enable large-scale implementation of evidence-based programmes (GAAHP, 2024).  

The Alliance facilitates donor funding of individual country programmes with the precise funding modality 

left to the country to agree with donors. By July 2025, the Alliance had shared nine funding requests to all 

Alliance members, across six themes. Two of these relate to social protection – providing cash transfers 

and tackling socioeconomic exclusion through social protection – and another relates to smallholder 

agriculture. The social protection and smallholder agriculture-related proposals were submitted by 

Ethiopia, Haiti, Palestine, Rwanda, and Zambia (GAAHP, 2025a). The aim is to secure donor 

commitments for these before the first leaders’ meeting on 3 November 2025. The Alliance agreed on two 

initiatives under the Sevilla Platform for Action and plans to have 25 programmes being implemented by 

2030 (GAAHP, 2025c). A small secretariat is being established to provide implementation support, with 

Brazil being the largest contributor by July 2025. 

6.3.5 Multi-donor trust funds 

The main mechanisms for coordinating financing for social protection are at the country level. World Bank 

managed multi-donor trust funds (MDTFs) for social protection are active in several countries, and a 

regional MDTF for social protection covers six countries in the Sahel. Broader multi-sectoral MDTFs also 

provide pooled financing for social protection in some countries, particularly fragile states.58  

The World Bank’s most recently available annual report on its trust fund operations (World Bank, 2024a) 

shows that:  

» Over the five years ended June 2024, the average annual disbursement from World Bank Group Trust 

Funds was USD 9 billion, compared with USD 50.6 billion in IDA/IBRD disbursements. This 

represented a more than doubling from the previous five-year period due to disbursements to Ukraine.  

» In fiscal year 2024 the total disbursed was USD 10.1 billion, of which USD 8.2 billion was managed 

under IDA/IBRD i.e. recipient executed activities.59 These trust funds can either fully finance smaller 

recipient-executed activities or supplement IBRD or IDA projects through larger recipient-executed 

activities.  

» Trust funds are predominantly used in fragile contexts: 83% of IDA/IBRD trust fund disbursement was 

to fragile contexts over the five years ended June 2024.  

» Just USD 0.3 billion (3%) of USD 10.1 billion was targeted towards social protection.  

Despite the low volume of trust fund financing for social protection, a recent evaluation of the World 

Bank’s contribution to ‘adaptive social protection’ (ASP) (IEG, 2025) notes that:  

» Trust funds have improved interagency collaboration but there is room for further progress.  

» By financing in-country social protection specialist positions and humanitarian organisations, trust 

funds contribute to strong partnerships and coordination mechanisms between the World Bank, 

government and third-party implementers such as WFP.  

» In the absence of trust funds, collaboration within the Bank with disaster risk management specialists 

and with other partners is often weak and poorly coordinated.  

Despite the benefits of MDTFs for financing social protection (and development more generally), an 

established process for setting them up, comprising a concept note, a highly standardised legal 

_________ 

58 See Annex 5 for further discussion of these mechanisms in the sample of countries reviewed for this report. 
59 Of the balance, USD 1.3 billion was for World Bank-executed activities, such as those under the RSR-ADSP (see 
section 4.1.1 above), with the remaining USD 0.7 billion for IFC and MIGA trust funds.  
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agreement, and standardised guidelines for their operation (as for IDA/IBRD operations), there is no 

established central mechanism at the World Bank for creating them. Rather they emerge from dialogue at 

the country level (Annex 5).  

There are also trade-offs that should be considered for coordinating the financing of social protection, and 

development finance more generally. Over the last 15 to 20 years, financing of World Bank trust funds has 

grown faster than the growth rate in IDA replenishments. However, it is not necessarily clear that this 

financing is a substitute for IDA replenishment and may in fact be a complement to its mobilisation. 

Moreover, the most recent evaluation of its trust fund portfolio recommended that the Bank ‘should 

continue to accept trust funds created to support operations in a single country, because these funds have 

generally worked well in filling financing gaps and deploying donor funds in line with recipient priorities 

[and] have allowed donors to target priority issues or countries, while at the same time helping mitigate the 

limits of bilateral aid expertise and enhance aid coordination’ (IEG, 2013).  

6.4 Global mechanisms for coordinating the financing of CVA 

Humanitarian financing, including CVA, is coordinated primarily at the country level, with elements of a 

global architecture for matching requirements with funding through appeals. There are established 

mechanisms for coordinating financing, including country-based pooled funds (CBPFs), the Central 

Emergency Response Fund (CERF), and emerging mechanisms such as the WFP Changing Lives 

Transformation Fund (WFP-CLTF) for coordinating external financing for technical assistance from across 

the development-humanitarian-peace nexus.  

6.4.1 Country-based pooled funds (CBPFs) 

CBPFs are established when an emergency occurs or an existing crisis deteriorates. They are managed 

by OCHA under the leadership of Humanitarian Coordinators (HCs) or UN Resident Coordinators (RCs). 

Contributions are collected into single, unearmarked funds, and prioritised based on humanitarian 

response plans (HRPs) to deliver projects undertaken by international and national NGOs and UN 

agencies.60 There is no central allocation mechanism, rather donors determine which CBPFs they want to 

fund.  

The first CBPF was established in Angola in 1997. In 2023 there were 16 CBPFs and one regional fund61 

covering 19 countries, with 46 donors making USD 1.16 billion in paid contributions. This rose to 23 

countries in 2024 with 49 donors contributing USD 1.15 billion.  

A relatively small amount of humanitarian financing flows through CBPFs. OCHA reports raising USD 21.2 

billion in humanitarian assistance in 2024 (just 43% of its USD 49.6 billion target) (OCHA, 2024b). As a 

delivery channel CBPFs represented 5.4% of this total, and just 2.6% of the total international 

humanitarian assistance of USD 43.4 billion for 2023.62  

Moreover, CBPFs do not appear to be a significant channel for delivering CVA. Of the USD 2.8 billion in 

CVA captured by the OCHA FTS for 2023, USD 78 million is tagged as flowing via CBPFs. Moreover, 

three countries (Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Ukraine) account for 63% of the total. This concentration 

of CVA in a small number of countries is consistent with findings for humanitarian financing overall 

(Development Initiatives, 2024).  

From the latest available data it is unclear how CBPFs will be affected by broader cuts in international 

humanitarian assistance. As of the end of August 2025, contributions covering 24 countries from 31 

donors stood at USD 600 million. No contribution from Germany, the largest contributor in 2024 (USD 237 

million), has been recorded to date for 2025. The United States was the 10th-largest contributor to CBPFs 

in 2024 (42 million) but was the third-largest contributor in 2023 (USD 89 million). In 2024, the top five 

donors accounted for 58% of total funding, and the top 10 for 80% of total funding.  

_________ 

60 See Country-Based Pooled Funds | OCHA 
61 West and Central Africa covering Burkina Faso, Niger, and Mali.  
62 The USD 43.4 billion figure is as reported by Development Initiatives (2024) 

https://www.unocha.org/country-based-pooled-funds
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Table 6  Top 10 donors to country-based pooled funds (2024) 

Donor Amount (USD 

million) 

Percent of total 

(cumulative) 

Germany 236.6 21% 

United Kingdom 193.2 37% 

Netherlands 112.5 47% 

Norway 63.0 53% 

Denmark 60.1 58% 

Ireland 59.0 63% 

Switzerland 57.3 68% 

Sweden 56.7 73% 

Belgium 43.9 77% 

United States 41.5 80% 

Source: UNOCHA CBPF Data Hub. 

Note: Based on total of USD 1,151.3 million.  

6.4.2 The Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) 

CERF was established by the UN General Assembly in 2005 as the UN’s global emergency response 

fund. The Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) manages CERF on behalf of the UN Secretary-General 

and is supported by OCHA (CERF, 2025). CERF allocated USD 668 million in 2023 and USD 575 million 

in 2024 (CERF, 2025). It has two funding windows – the rapid-response window (USD 335 million in 2024) 

and the underfunded emergencies window (USD 220 million in 2024); this two-thirds to one-third split in 

funds is typical (CERF, 2025). CERF also operates a USD 30 million loan facility for cash flow gaps. 

CERF allocations aim to be complementary to CBPFs and other bilateral funding – for example, in 2024 

CERF allocated USD 20 million from the underfunded emergencies window to Yemen at a time when its 

humanitarian response plan was underfunded by 72% (CERF, 2025).  

Guidelines for preparing applications for funding from CERF are streamlined across both windows. 

However, they start from different points. For the rapid-response window, the process is more bottom up – 

the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator (RC/HC) can request funds at any time to respond to new and 

unforeseen humanitarian emergencies when a timely response is critical, and CERF makes allocations 

based on its ‘life-saving criteria’ (CERF, 2025). Allocations from the underfunded emergencies window are 

more top-down – starting with a comparative global analysis of risk, vulnerability and funding levels for 

ongoing humanitarian emergencies conducted by CERF in consultation with other agencies, and then 

relevant RC/HCs are requested to prioritise their funding envelopes (CERF, 2025).  

In 2024 CERF raised USD 576 million from 61 member states, and nine other donors, a 3% increase on 

the previous year, but substantially less than the USD 1 billion target set by the UN General Assembly in 

2016, and far below its peak year in 2019 (USD 831 million) (CERF, 2025), which now appears to be an 

anomaly. Despite its broad donor base it is heavily reliant on funding from its top five donors, who provide 

62% of total funding, and the top 10, who provide 83% (Table 7).  
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Table 7  Top 10 donors to the Central Emergency Response Fund (2024) 

Donor Amount  

(USD million) 

Percent of total 

(cumulative) 

Germany  109.3 19% 

Netherlands 70.1 31% 

Sweden 69.5 43% 

United Kingdom 65.9 55% 

Norway 42.8 62% 

Denmark 33.3 68% 

United States 27.9 73% 

Canada 21.8 76% 

Ireland 20.5 80% 

Belgium 18.3 83% 

Source: (CERF, 2025). 

Note: Based on total of USD 576 million. 

 

Compared with fundraising for CBPFs, CERF has more of an emphasis on multi-year agreements. Of the 

USD 576 million raised in 2024, USD 399.3 million came through multi-year arrangements (CERF, 2025). 

CERF has also established a Climate Action Account, which had raised USD 18 million in contributions 

and pledges from nine member states as at the end of 2024 (CERF, 2025). To meet its USD 1 billion 

target CERFs Advisory Group63 has urged it to increase private sector contributions and explore 

innovative financing mechanisms such as insurance-based risk transfer models in support of anticipatory 

action (CERF, 2025).  

CVA makes up a growing share of how CERF funding is channelled. CVA accounted for 15% of CERF 

funding in 2023 and 18% in 2024 (CERF, 2025). Of the USD 104.7 million delivered as CVA in 2024, 78% 

was in the form of cash and 22% in the form of vouchers (CERF, 2025). The cash assistance was 

delivered as sector-specific cash assistance (USD 26.2 million), multi-purpose cash assistance (USD 41.3 

million) and conditional cash assistance (USD 8.4 million) (CERF, 2025). WFP was the largest 

implementing partner of CERF-funded CVA projects, delivering USD 56.7 million (54% of total CERF-

funded CVA projects), followed by UNHCR (USD 19.5 million or 19%) and FAO (USD 11.8 million or 11%) 

(CERF, 2025).  

CERF allocations, including for CVA, aim to be catalytic. A 2021 review of its multi-purpose cash (MPC) 

allocation during COVID-19 in six countries found that: stakeholders felt it was designed for WFP to 

deliver; cash working groups (CWGs, see below) increased the efficiency of interagency allocations; and 

that the directive to use MPC for food security was seen as important for encouraging other donors to do 

the same (in line with the Grand Bargain) (Seferis, 2021).  

6.4.3 World Food Programme Changing Lives Transformation Fund (WFP-CLTF) 

The WFP-CLTF was established in 2022 with an initial allocation of USD 55 million from WFP’s General 

Fund, somewhat less than the USD 70 million originally proposed (WFP, 2022b). It represents a new 

business model for WFP with an emphasis on multi-year, flexible and catalytic funding, and recognises the 

need to deliver impact at scale to reach more people in line with recommendations from previous 

evaluations (WFP, 2022a). The fund also empowers WFP country offices/directors to develop stronger 

partnerships with national governments and development partners, particularly the World Bank and the 

regional MDBs, as well as other UN agencies (WFP, 2025b). More fundamentally, it allows country offices 

_________ 

63 See The CERF Advisory Group | CERF 

https://cerf.un.org/about-us/advisory-group
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to build a team that can deliver, and transition WFP operations from purely humanitarian to promoting 

development64.  

The fund became operational in 2024 with 40 applications reviewed. Country office proposals have been 

selected for investments via three funding windows: transitions from humanitarian assistance towards 

increased self-sufficiency (Chad, Kenya and the Philippines); systems strengthening (Bangladesh, Iraq, 

Niger and Peru); and climate change adaptation (Ghana, Nicaragua, and Tanzania) (WFP, 2025b).  

Coordination of financing is a key goal of the fund – “the purpose of the CLTF is to drive collective funding 

and actions that support nationally driven policies and programmes in achieving scale and impact” (WFP, 

2025b). The CLTF is expected to leverage additional funding from donor matching funds, donor 

contributions, and individual giving donations (WFP, 2022b). There are signs that this has been the case, 

with USD 343 million in additional funding raised in the 10 countries where the CLTF is active. Of this 

amount, USD 218 million relates to Bangladesh which is viewed as one of the most successful examples 

of the CLTF’s impact (see section 5.1.1 below).  

  

_________ 

64 KII 
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ANNEX 4 – SURVEY OF GLOBAL MECHANISMS 

FOR COORDINATING FINANCING IN OTHER 

SECTORS 

This section looks at lessons from global mechanisms in other sectors and from other initiatives that might 

inform the design and operation of a global mechanism for coordinating the external financing of social 

protection. The mechanisms considered cover the health and education sectors as well as cross-cutting 

themes including climate and nutrition (Table 8). 

Table 8  Global mechanisms for coordinating financing in other sectors 

Mechanis

m 

Annual 

disbursement 

Country 

focus 

Programmatic 

focus 

Fundraising Allocation 

Global Fund In 2023, USD 

4.8 billion65 

LICs and LMICs  • HIV/AIDS, 
tuberculosis
, malaria 

3-year 

replenishments 

Top-down 

Gavi USD 1.5–2 

billion66 

LICs and LMICs • Immunisatio
n 

5-year 

replenishments 

and innovative 

financing 

Bottom-up 

Global 

Partnership 

for Education 

(GPE) 

In 2024, 

exceeded USD 

1 billion67 

LICS and LMICs • Basic 
education  

3-year 

replenishments 

Top-down 

Education 

Cannot Wait 

(ECW) 

In 2022, USD 

165 million68 

Emergencies 

and protracted 

crises 

32 countries 

(2023) 

• Education 
in 
emergencie
s 

Rolling, multi-

year catalytic 

pledges 

Bottom-up 

Global 

Environment 

Facility 

(GEF) 

In 2024, USD 

785.5 million69 

Developing 

countries and 

countries with 

economies in 

transition 

• Biodiversity 

• Mitigation 

• Land 
Degradation 

• Chemicals 
and Waste 

• Internationa
l Waters 

4-year 

replenishments 

Top-down 

Green 

Climate 

Fund (GCF) 

In 2024, USD 

4.8-5.1 billion 

Developing 

countries 

,emphasising 

least-developed 

countries 

(LDCs), small 

island 

developing 

states (SIDS), 

• Adaptation 

• Mitigation  

• Cross-
cutting 
themes 
(gender, 
private 
sector, and 
technology) 

4-year 

replenishments 

Bottom-up 

_________ 

65 See The Global Fund | 2024 Annual Financial Report  
66 See GAVI | Funding  
67 See Global Partnership | Results Report 2024  
68 See ECW | Annual Report 2023  
69 See GEF | Independent Auditor’s Report 2023 and 2024  

https://archive.theglobalfund.org/media/sqilcy4b/archive_2024-annual-financial_report_en.pdf
https://www.gavi.org/investing-gavi/funding
https://www.globalpartnership.org/content/results-report-2024
https://www.educationcannotwait.org/annual-report-2023
https://fiftrustee.worldbank.org/content/dam/fif/funds/gef/FinancialStatements/GEF%20FS%20FY24%2006_2024.pdf
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Mechanis

m 

Annual 

disbursement 

Country 

focus 

Programmatic 

focus 

Fundraising Allocation 

and African 

states. 

Fund for 

Responding 

to Loss and 

Damage (FR

LD) 

 Climate 

vulnerable 

countries, 

especially LDCs 

and SIDS 

• Early action 

• Preparedne
ss 

• Rehabilitati
on following 
loss and 
damage 

Rolling basis TBD 

Global 

Alliance for 

Improved 

Nutrition 

(GAIN) 

In 2023, USD 

61.9 million70 

Developing 

countries, 

focusing on 

countries with 

high malnutrition 

burdens and 

micronutrient 

deficiencies. 

• Food 
fortification 

• Dietary 
quality 

• Nutrition in 
health and 
social 
protection 

• PPP for 
affordable, 
nutritious 
foods 

Annual 

fundraising 

Bottom-up 

Scaling Up 

Nutrition 

(SUN) 

 66 countries and 

4 Indian states 

with high 

undernutrition 

prevalence 

• Nutrition 
governance 

• Financing 
for nutrition 

• Multisectora
l nutrition 
outcomes 

Nutrition for 

Growth (N4G) 

summits held 

every 4 to 5 

years 

Bottom-up 

Sources: Desk-based research and key informant interviews. 

 

Key findings:  

» Most of these mechanisms have a broad country focus – in most cases LICs and LMICs and some or 

all UMICs are eligible. Nevertheless, some mechanisms are narrowing their focus to ensure lower-

income countries receive a fairer share of external financing.  

» Most of these mechanisms have a narrow programmatic focus. This has benefits in terms of clarity of 

purpose (particularly for fundraising) but has downsides with respect to fragmentation and overall 

systems strengthening, which places a premium on establishing effective partnerships with other 

actors in the sector. On the other hand, mechanisms with broad mandates, such as GCF, draw 

criticism for spreading resources too thinly.  

» Funds are generally raised through replenishment rounds, which have the benefit of being high profile 

and encouraging long-term pledges and commitments. Nevertheless, some mechanisms favour a 

more continuous approach to fundraising to improve predictability. Most use additional innovative 

financing mechanisms such as matching funds, though these do not constitute a substantial 

proportion of any of the mechanisms surveyed.  

» Allocations to countries from global mechanisms tend to follow a top-down or bottom-up process. Top-

down mechanisms start with explicit needs-based formulas for country allocations (e.g. the Global 

Fund). Bottom-up processes, such as Gavi’s, can still arrive at needs-based country allocations when 

combined with other eligibility requirements and conditionalities around co-financing.  

_________ 

70 See GAIN | Financials  

https://www.gainhealth.org/financials
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» The most common conditionality is around co-financing, with Gavi’s co-financing conditions standing 

out as the most explicit. In terms of process, the main difference centres on the level of in-country 

presence to support applications, and how that interacts with country ownership.  

» Most mechanisms include a broad range of stakeholders on their boards, drawn from major donors, 

recipient governments, and technical experts, and use consensus-based decision-making. Many also 

rely on established institutions for fiduciary, technical, and operational support. Boards’ effectiveness 

can be diluted when roles and responsibilities (particularly for fundraising) are not kept clear.  

 

6.5 Country focus 

The global mechanisms surveyed tend to have broad country coverage. The Global Fund, Gavi and 

GPE provide grants to LICs and LMICs, and to some UMICs in exceptional circumstances and/or on 

limited terms.71 Eligibility for climate funds is broader. The GCF provides funding to ‘developing country 

parties to the UNFCCC’ (Climate Funds Update, 2018), while GEF eligibility is broader still, providing 

funding to ‘developing countries and countries with economies in transition to meet the objectives of 

international environmental conventions and agreements’.72 SUN has 66 voluntary member countries as 

well as four Indian states; they are predominantly lower income but also include UMICs (Scaling Up 

Nutrition, 2025). 

Some global mechanisms have a narrower focus. ECW operates in crisis-affected countries (32 in 

2023),73 and GAIN has offices in 12 countries with high levels of malnutrition (all LICs or LMICs).74 

Compared with the other climate funds, FRLD is expected to have a narrower focus on countries that are 

parties to the UNFCC but ‘particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change’ (Climate Funds 

Update, 2025a). Furthermore, it is worth noting that previous recommendations on a ‘global fund for social 

protection’ have always focused on LDCs/LICS (De Schutter and Sepulveda, 2012; De Schutter, 2021), 

and that initiatives such as the Highly Indebted Poor Country (HIPC) initiative excluded countries such as 

Nigeria and Kenya (African Forum & Network on Debt & Development, 2005; Moss and Standley, 2005).  

Moreover, some global mechanisms continuously review and update their eligibility criteria. For 

example, Gavi regularly reviews the thresholds it uses to determine which countries fall into which 

category of financing – initial financing, preparatory transition, accelerated transition, and middle-income-

approach – with countries required to enter into different co-financing arrangements based on these 

criteria75 (see section 4.5 below). GPE is currently considering how it should focus support on LICs rather 

than solely the middle-income countries (MICs) it has previously supported76. 

 

6.6 Programmatic focus 

Most of the global mechanisms are programmatically focused. The Global Fund focuses on three 

diseases, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. Gavi focuses on immunisation. A criticism of both is that 

their vertical focus ignores the need for overall strengthening of health systems (Sakala et al., 2022; 

Technical Evaluation Reference Group, 2023) though both are expanding their efforts in this respect. In 

nutrition, GAIN is similarly programmatically focused on food fortification, though it has expanded its focus 

_________ 

71 For example, The Global Fund covers UMICs with high disease burdens (The Global Fund, 2024b). GPE covers 
UMICs where primary completion rates are below certain thresholds (GPE, 2025a).  
72 See Funding | GEF. Conventions beyond the UNFCCC these include the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), 
the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, the UN Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), 
the Minamata Convention on Mercury, and the Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) Agreement (See 
Conventions | GEF).  
73 32 countries in 2023 (Education Cannot Wait (ECW), 2024) 
74 See GAIN Countries 
75 See GAIN Eligibility policy. 
76 See Meeting Board of Directors GPE 2025 

https://www.thegef.org/who-we-are/funding
https://www.thegef.org/partners/conventions#:~:text=The%20GEF%20serves%20as%20a%20%22financial%20mechanism%22%20to,and%20the%20Biodiversity%20Beyond%20National%20Jurisdiction%20%28BBNJ%29%20Agreement.
https://www.gainhealth.org/countries
https://www.gavi.org/programmes-impact/programmatic-policies/eligibility-policy
https://www.globalpartnership.org/node/document/download?file=document%2Ffile%2F2025-06-gpe-bod-gpe2030-eligibility-allocation.pdf
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to other areas.77 GPE focuses on ‘basic education’,78 which, while broader than the agencies above, is 

nevertheless narrower than the focus of other funding mechanisms for education, such as the World Bank 

and other MDBs (Akmal et al., 2021a).  

A narrower programmatic focus places a premium on building effective partnerships with other 

actors working in the sector. Partnerships are a feature of both global mechanisms for health. UNICEF 

is a major partner in the procurement and distribution of vaccines for Gavi, while the Global Fund has built 

effective partnerships with other health financing stakeholders (notably PEPFAR) as well as the WHO. 

GPE has faced criticism for its overreliance on the World Bank as a partner (Akmal et al., 2021a). In the 

nutrition sector, SUN provides multisectoral coordination, advocacy and capacity building.79  

In contrast, climate funds have a broader programmatic focus. GEF’s focus is governed by the 

conventions and agreements that underpin its establishment and operations. GCF has a broad focus on 

mitigation and adaptation, with eight results areas.80 This wide mandate has drawn criticism for 

encouraging a ‘do it all’ approach that risks spreading resources too thinly and reducing impact in any one 

area (Green Climate Fund Independent Evaluation Unit, 2023). Similarly, FRLD was established to 

respond to climate impacts (economic losses and damage) that cannot be avoided through mitigation and 

adaptation, including extreme weather events and slow onset events, providing it with a potentially broad 

programmatic focus (UNFCCC, 2022; Climate Funds Update, 2025a).  

 

6.7 Funding models 

Most global mechanisms raise funds through replenishment rounds. This is the case for both global 

health mechanisms, the GPE, and GEF and GCF. However, the frequency of these replenishment rounds 

and their success varies. Both global health funds are effective fundraisers with mature funding models, a 

broad donor base, and instruments to attract private and philanthropic financing (Office of the Inspector 

General, The Global Fund, 2024). Nevertheless, they are both heavily dependent on a small number of 

donors.81 GPE failed to hit its fundraising target of USD 5 billion in its last replenishment round, falling 

USD 1 billion short (GPE, 2025b). It nevertheless has a less concentrated donor base than the health 

funds and has mobilised funding from nontraditional donors such as the United Arab Emirates.82 GEF 

and GCF both raise resources through replenishment rounds every four years, increasing the amount 

mobilised each round, with the exception of GEF-7 (2018-2022).83 SUN mobilises resources mainly 

through high-profile Nutrition for Growth (N4G) summits held roughly every four to five years: London in 

2013, Tokyo in 2021, and Paris in 2025 together drew pledges of about USD 27 billion84 from 

governments, foundations, businesses and civil society organisations (Results for Development, 2025). 

Also common across these global mechanisms is the use of ‘innovative’ financing mechanisms. 

Examples include:  

_________ 

77 See GAIN | Strategy 
78 i.e. primary and secondary education.  
79 See SUN Movement. 
80 Health, food and water security; Livelihoods of people and communities; Energy generation and access; Transport; 
Infrastructure and built environment; Ecosystems and ecosystem services; Buildings, cities, industries, and 
appliances; Forests and land use (Green Climate Fund, 2025). 
81 Its top five donors accounted for approximately 80% of the Global Fund’s 2022 replenishment, and the US alone 
account for 38%. Gavi has a similar level of concentration though is less reliant on the US (14% for its most recent 
replenishment round in 2020) and receives a substantial share of philanthropic financing (18% from the Gates 
Foundation).  
82 Top five account for 67%, EU largest at 21% (GPE, 2025b). 
83 GCF’s initial resource mobilisation raised USD 10.3 billion, with the first formal replenishment (GCF-1) securing 
USD 10 billion in pledges, and the second replenishment (GCF-2) achieving a record USD 12.8 billion for the 2024-
2027 period (Climate Funds Update, 2025b). For GEF, see Funding | GEF. 
84 See Building a Healthier World for All: Commitments of USD 27 Billion Pledged at 2025 Nutrition for Growth Summit 
- Helen Keller Intl. 

https://www.gainhealth.org/about/who-we-are/strategy
https://sdgs.un.org/un-system-sdg-implementation/scaling-nutrition-movement-sun-34616
https://www.thegef.org/who-we-are/funding
https://helenkellerintl.org/our-stories/27-billion-pledged-at-2025-nutrition-for-growth-summit/
https://helenkellerintl.org/our-stories/27-billion-pledged-at-2025-nutrition-for-growth-summit/
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» The Global Fund and GPE use matching funds.85  

» Gavi uses innovative financing mechanisms. These include drawing on long-term donor commitments 

to raise shorter-term funds from financial markets, as well as using matching funds to attract 

contributions from private and philanthropic sources. 

» Co-financing/innovative financing is a large part of GPE’s operating model. Its 2024 Annual Report 

states that USD 1 billion in core funding leveraged an additional USD 3.8 billion through innovative 

financing. 

» GCF achieves an overall co-financing ratio of 1:2.7 (USD 2.7 in co-financing for every USD 1 it 

invests). Public sector projects achieve a ratio of 1 to 2.3, while private sector projects reach a slightly 

higher ratio of 1 to 3 (Intsiful, 2021). However, most of the private sector’s share still depends on 

public money: 74% of identified co-financing comes from publicly owned or publicly funded institutions 

(Reyes and Schalatek, 2021). 

Other mechanisms, including GAIN and ECW, raise funding on a more continuous basis. GAIN has 

shifted from relying on a single donor to a broad, multi-donor platform, combining funds from European 

and North American governments, multilateral bodies such as the European Commission and WFP, and 

major foundations including the Gates Foundation and the Children's Investment Fund Foundation (CIFF) 

(Philanthropy Advisors, 2020; Global Alliance for Improved Nutrition, 2024). Instead of holding set 

replenishments, it raises funds continuously in four- to five-year programme cycles, keeping partners 

engaged through annual reports, joint strategy meetings and project-specific bids. Fundraising is steered 

by the executive director and the policy and external relations team, with the board providing oversight, 

while country offices increasingly originate proposals, taking local priorities into account. GAIN's funding 

has grown substantially since its 2002 launch, with total income of USD 51.9 million in 2022-2023 and 

forward contracted funding of USD 140 million for four years by January 2023 (GAIN, 2023).  

Although Education Cannot Wait (ECW) is focused on financing education in emergencies and protracted 

crises, it continues to face difficulties in securing funding that is both sufficient and reliable. Its donor base 

is broad, with more than 20 contributors, including foundations such as Lego and non-traditional partners 

such as Qatar. However, the amount raised has been uneven, with 2024 representing the peak year, 

when just under USD 244 million was mobilised. ECW raises funds on an ongoing basis through global 

appeals, targeted donor conferences, and outreach to governments and the private sector. It also runs 

special fundraising campaigns in urgent humanitarian situations, such as in Ethiopia or Somalia, working 

closely with country partners and UN agencies.86 Strategic resource mobilisation is built into ECW’s multi-

year approach, which is designed to bridge long-term education gaps for children affected by crises and to 

secure funding beyond single-year cycles. However, an evaluation found that despite these efforts, the 

Secretariat’s resource mobilisation capacity is under-resourced (Monitoring and Evaluation team ECW, 

2022). 

 

6.8 Allocation approaches  

Across the mechanisms reviewed, there are two common approaches for allocating resources 

across countries. The first is more bottom-up, while the second is more top-down. More bottom-up 

allocation processes are employed by Gavi, ECW, the GCF, GAIN and SUN, while more top-down 

processes are employed by the Global Fund, GPE, and GEF. It is also worth noting that these allocation 

approaches have been adjusted over time by some global mechanisms (Box 1). 

 

 

_________ 

85 See Global Fund | Applicant Handbook 2023-2025 Allocation Period. 
86 See Education Cannot Wait Announces USD 24 Million Catalytic Multi-Year Resilience Programme Grant in 
Ethiopia – 2024  

https://resources.theglobalfund.org/media/14108/cr_applicant_handbook_en.pdf
https://www.educationcannotwait.org/news-stories/press-releases/education-cannot-wait-announces-us24-million-catalytic-multi-year
https://www.educationcannotwait.org/news-stories/press-releases/education-cannot-wait-announces-us24-million-catalytic-multi-year
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BOX 1: REVISIONS TO THE GLOBAL FUND’S AND GPE’S ALLOCATION APPROACHES  

The Global Fund and the GPE have both moved from demand-driven to formula-based 
allocation systems. The Global Fund replaced its competitive rounds-based model in 2014 with 
an allocation formula that prioritises countries’ epidemiological profiles and economic capacity, 
aiming to maximise impact, improve predictability, and simplify applications (Independent 
Evaluation Panel (IEP), 2024). Similarly, GPE, formerly the Fast Track Initiative, evolved to an 
allocation system that directs resources to countries with the highest numbers of children not 
completing school, while applying minimum funding floors for small states and incentives for co-
financing (Australian AID, 2012). 

Formula-based systems offer advantages. They provide greater predictability and transparency, 
enabling governments to plan more effectively, and shift funding towards countries with the 
highest needs and lowest capacity to pay. They also reduce transaction costs by streamlining 
applications and shortening the time from allocation to disbursement. GPE, for example, cut the 
average time from 12–18 months to around 5.5 months. Independent evaluations confirm that 
these approaches enhance effectiveness, legitimacy and alignment with fund strategies (GPE, 
2011). 

Challenges remain, however. Allocation methodologies are technically complex and can appear 
opa ue, particularly in the Global Fund’s use of  ualitative adjustments (Independent Evaluation 
Panel (IEP), 2024). Transitioning from previous funding models has also created tensions, with 
some historically underfunded countries seeing little improvement (Office of the Inspector 
General, The Global Fund, 2015). More broadly, formula-based systems trade flexibility for 
predictability, making it harder to respond quickly to changing circumstances. Even so, the 
experience of the Global Fund and GPE shows that transparent, evidence-based allocation 
formulas, regularly reviewed and refined, can reverse long-standing inequities in funding and 
strengthen confidence in global financing mechanisms. 

 

Bottom-up processes involve matching country proposals to available resources. This is 

particularly relevant for a mechanism like Gavi’s, which pools resources for purchasing power, as it allows 

its technical committees to assess the global demand for vaccines and make allocations across countries. 

GCF is a project-driven mechanism, and allocations are driven by demand from ‘accredited entities’ with 

National Designated Authority (NDA) endorsement (i.e. government approval). Other mechanisms with 

smaller overall funding envelopes, including ECW, GAIN, and SUN, are demand-driven, with grants 

capped at certain amounts based on need.87  

In contrast, a first step used by other mechanisms is to establish a top-down country envelope 

using a needs-based formula. The Global Fund calculates country envelopes based on disease 

burdens88 and economic capacity,89 before making maximum and minimum share adjustments and 

considering other sources of external financing (The Global Fund, 2022, 2024a). GPE employs a similar 

methodology, combining criteria for primary and secondary schooling needs90 with economic capacity and 

additional weightings for fragility and conflict, with a maximum country allocation of USD 100 million (GPE, 

2025a). Similarly, GEF uses its System for Transparent Allocation of Resources (STAR) methodology to 

provide each country with an indicative envelope across biodiversity, climate, and land degradation 

(Global Environment Facility, 2018).  

Most of the mechanisms employ elements of both approaches. For example, GCF has policies that 

aim to balance the concentration of its portfolio of investments across countries and to target adaptation 

_________ 

87 For example, ECWs First Emergency Response (FERs) grants are capped at USD 3 million while its multi-year 

resilience programmes (MYRPs) are based on country needs assessments, the size of the population affected, and 

available funds (Mokoro, 2020; ECW, 2024). 

88 i.e. the higher the disease burden the higher the country allocation.  

89 i.e. the lower the GNI per capita the higher the country allocation.  

90 School-going-age population and completion rates.  
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investments where needs are highest.91 And while it does not have an explicit formula, the combination of 

Gavi’s eligibility re uirements, process and co-financing conditionalities (see below) result in a country 

allocation.92  

 

Figure 18 Gavi’s allocation approach 

 

Source: Gavi eligibility policy. 

 

6.9 Conditionalities and processes  

Common across all the mechanisms is the requirement to submit a country plan, project proposal 

or application, and for this to include commitments on co-financing. Gavi’s co-financing model is the 

most explicit, requiring countries to initially co-finance a small proportion of each individual vaccine dose 

when they join, and scale up this co-financing over time, through a preparatory transition phase, and 

subsequently an accelerated transition phase.93 The Global Fund re uires ‘progressive government 

expenditure on health and uptake of key programme costs’ and at least 15% of a country’s allocation is 

conditional on meeting these co-financing requirements, with the exact amount depending on a country’s 

income classification and country context.94 Similarly, GPE encourages partner countries to commit to 

spending at least 20% of their national budgets on education.95  

The effectiveness of these co-financing conditionalities is unclear. For example, few African 

countries have met their Abuja Declaration targets of spending 15% of public spending on health, and 

GPE evaluations show a ‘mixed picture’ on education financing (Global Partnership for Education, 2019). 

GAIN provides a contrasting approach, negotiating case-by-case partnerships, with countries graduating 

when fortified-food markets, supply chains and regulatory systems can run without further support, a 

judgement based on capacity rather than income level (Philanthropy Advisors, 2020). 

Across the mechanisms, there are tensions between standardising processes and reducing 

administrative burdens on national actors. Despite efforts to differentiate and streamline application 

processes, many of the global mechanisms face criticism for their lack of flexibility. For example:  

_________ 

91 See Investment framework | Green Climate Fund. 
92 See Gavi | Eligibility policy. 
93 See Gavi Eligibility policy. 
94 See Global Fund | Applicant Handbook 2023-2025 Allocation Period. 
95 See Domestic financing | Global Partnership for Education.. 

https://www.gavi.org/programmes-impact/programmatic-policies/eligibility-policy
https://www.greenclimate.fund/projects/investment-framework
https://www.gavi.org/programmes-impact/programmatic-policies/eligibility-policy
https://www.gavi.org/programmes-impact/programmatic-policies/eligibility-policy
https://resources.theglobalfund.org/media/14108/cr_applicant_handbook_en.pdf
https://www.globalpartnership.org/what-we-do/domestic-financing
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» Gavi’s 2023 evaluation by its Independent Review Committee (IRC) notes an overly standardised 

process that takes too long for low-risk applications, with limited country engagement (Independent 

Review Committee, 2023).  

» While the Global Fund application process features more country engagement through its Country 

Coordinating Mechanisms,96 its own 2024 evaluation of its grant-making process indicates high levels 

of dependence on technical assistance ‘due to the complexity and expansion of Global Fund guidance 

and requirements’ (Independent Evaluation Team – Global Fund, 2024).  

» GPE has identified a number of ‘pain points’ in the process of developing its ‘country compacts’ with 

partner countries, which range from difficulties in compiling domestic financing data to lack of 

understanding of results-based financing components of grants (GPE, 2023). 

» All GCF funding proposals require National Designated Authority (NDA) approval, ensuring that 

governments are aware of, and endorse, projects in line with national priorities (Green Climate Fund, 

2022). In practice, however, many NDAs lack the skills, resources, or authority to act as genuine 

coordinators and end up serving mainly as administrative gatekeepers (Zamarioli, Pauw and Grüning, 

2020). And although the GCF promotes ‘direct access’ to funding, the accreditation process is lengthy 

and technically demanding, leaving many national institutions unable to qualify. As a result, 

international agencies capture most of the funding, with limited flows to local actors (Zamarioli, Pauw 

and Grüning, 2020; Omukuti et al., 2022). 

» Under the SUN movement, each country designs the coordination structure that best suits its context 

(UNOPS, 2022). While technical assistance from civil society, business and donor networks speeds 

up the process of national teams developing funding proposals, it also risks creating dependency if 

local capacity does not keep pace (SUN, no date).  

 

6.10 Governance  

Most mechanisms emphasise inclusive governance by bringing multiple stakeholders onto their 

boards or governing bodies, from governments and civil society to the private sector and affected 

communities. The Global Fund, Gavi, GPE, GCF, GAIN and SUN all adopt variations of this model (ILO, 

2023). Also common is the inclusion of non-voting stakeholders on boards. For example, the Global 

Fund’s board includes eight non-voting members, including the World Bank and WHO (ILO, 2023). The 

GCF adopts the most balanced governance model among global funds, with a 50:50 split between donor 

and beneficiary countries and a co-chair structure.97 Similarly, FRLD's governance structure demonstrates 

the importance of representation of beneficiary countries in global financing mechanisms.  

Consensus-based decision-making is common across the mechanisms but not without problems. 

Most funds operate under consensus-based decision-making, with fallback voting mechanisms when 

consensus cannot be reached. While this approach strengthens legitimacy, it can slow decision-making 

and may lead to compromise outcomes that satisfy all sides without delivering the most ambitious results 

(Hopkins and Rastogi, 2023). It can also create ‘attribution difficulties’ where ‘no one seems liable for 

actions promoted’ under these partnerships (Michéle, Rundall and Prato, 2020). For example, analysis of 

GPE decision-making processes has highlighted ‘strategic avoidance of contentious issues’ (Menashy, 

2017). Moreover, contributor countries still exert influence informally, for example, through the way funds 

are allocated or linked to availability of finance (Treichel, 2025).  

Drawing on the technical and functional expertise of existing institutions is also common but can 

compromise independence. Many funds draw on established institutions such as the World Bank, UN 

agencies or UNOPS to act as trustees or implementing agents, ensuring access to technical capacity and 

administrative systems. This can reduce the cost of establishing new institutions and functions. However, 

relying on existing international institutions can compromise independence and slow operations. For 

example, FRLD’s dependence on the World Bank as trustee and host has raised concerns about complex 

_________ 

96 See Country Coordinating Mechanism - The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria 
97 See Boardroom | Green Climate Fund 

https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/country-coordinating-mechanism
https://www.greenclimate.fund/boardroom
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approval processes (Schalatek, 2024), and GPE and ECW face some criticism for the influence of the 

World Bank and UNICEF on their operations (Akmal et al., 2021b; Venalainen, Anderson and Elte, 2021).  

Despite inclusive rhetoric, governance often remains ‘top-down’ with civil society represented by 

select international NGOs. SUN’s Lead Group includes large transnational corporations with direct policy 

influence (Michéle, Rundall and Prato, 2020). Additionally, genuine country voice is often diluted by 

external influence. Despite direct access policies, GCF still channels most of its funds through 

international agencies (Shakya and Holland, 2021), and in SUN and JETPs, decision-making has been 

criticised as top-down, with grassroots voices weakly represented (Michéle, Rundall and Prato, 2020). 

Even in decentralised models like GAIN, donor priorities can outweigh national needs, while in South 

Africa’s JETP, civil society groups have flagged exclusion and power imbalances (Gverdtsiteli, 2024). 

All the funds have established auditing and evaluation mechanisms, though with varying degrees 

of independence, scope, and effectiveness. These mechanisms serve dual purposes: ensuring 

accountability to stakeholders and generating learning for improved performance. For example, GCF's 

Independent Units report directly to the board (Climate Funds Update, 2025b) and the Global Fund’s 

ethics, governance and technical committees provide specialised oversight (Office of the Inspector 

General – The Global Fund, 2017). Stronger systems share three features: independence from 

management; comprehensive coverage across financial, governance and performance domains; and a 

clear link between evaluation findings and governance reform. Yet difficulties remain. Attribution is 

challenging in complex multi-stakeholder environments, inclusiveness can trade off against efficiency, and 

implementation gaps often limit the impact of evaluation recommendations. 

The Global Fund’s Office of the Inspector General (OIG) is regarded as a good standard for 

independent oversight in global health funding. Reporting directly to the board through its Audit and 

Finance Committee, and independent of the Secretariat, the OIG has full access to all Global Fund and 

grant-related records. Its broad mandate covers audits of governance, management, risk, finances and 

grant processes, while efficiency gains have reduced investigation closure times from several years to 

under eight months. External assessments have been consistently favourable, confirming strong 

performance. OIG reviews have driven governance reform, with its 2014 assessment leading to a 

restructuring of board committees in 2016, and subsequent reviews noting significant improvements in 

coordination and oversight (Chang, Rusu and Kohler, 2021). 
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ANNEX 5 – SURVEY OF COUNTRY-LEVEL 

MECHANISMS FOR COORDINATING 

FINANCING FOR SOCIAL PROTECTION 

As part of this study, we interviewed stakeholders from government, development partners (World Bank, 

UNICEF, and bilateral donors), and humanitarian partners (WFP) across 11 countries and one region, the 

Sahel, covering both stable and unstable contexts (Table 9). Countries were selected based on an earlier 

set of interviews with key informants with cross-country knowledge of external financing for social 

protection, to identify positive experiences of scaling up financing for social protection through effective 

coordination, or countries that have had positive experiences of coordinating external financing more 

generally.  

 

Table 9  Key informant interviews by sample countries 

Country Government World Bank Other 

donors 

WFP Other UN Total 

Afghanistan  X  X X3, 4 4 

Cambodia X  X1 X X5 4 

Ethiopia  X X2   2 

Ghana    X  1 

Kenya X X X2   3 

Malawi X X  X  3 

Rwanda  X X2 X  3 

Pakistan   X2  X3 2 

Somalia  X    1 

Yemen  X X2   2 

Zambia  X  X X3 3 

Sahel  X    1 

Notes: 1 = GiZ (German Organisation for International Cooperation); 2 = FCDO (UK Foreign, Commonwealth and 

Development Office); 3 = UNICEF; 4 = UN OCHA; 5 = ILO.  

 

Interviews focused on identifying the main mechanisms for coordinating external financing for social 

protection, why they were established, and how well they function. This section synthesises the key 

findings from these interviews, supplemented by desk-based research on these and other countries.  

 

6.10.1 Key mechanisms for coordinating external financing for social protection 

Interviews with key informants highlighted several different mechanisms for the coordination of financing 

for social protection. In this section, we discuss each in turn according to our perceived weighting of their 

importance across interviewees.  

Primary social safety net programmes and digital infrastructure 

Two main kinds of mechanism emerge as important for coordinating the external financing of social 

protection: (1) primary safety net programmes and the digital infrastructure that underpins them, in 

particular, the ‘social registry’ and its coverage; (2) digital infrastructure for payments and data exchange.  
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Table 10 Primary social safety net programme(s) – country examples 

Country Primary social safety net programme 

Afghanistan N/A 

Cambodia IDPoor  

Ethiopia Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) 

Ghana LEAP 

Kenya National Safety Net Programme (NSNP) (consolidated four existing programmes – Old Persons Cash 

Transfer, Persons with Severe Disability Grant, Orphans and Vulnerable Children Grant, and Hunger 

Safety Net Programme) 

Malawi Social Cash Transfer Programme (Mtukula Pakhomo) 

Malawi Social Action Fund (MASAF) Public Works Programme 

Rwanda Vision 2020 Umurenge Programme (VUP) 

Pakistan Benazir Income Support Programme (BISP) 

Somalia Baxnaano Programme 

Yemen National Cash Transfer Programme 

Zambia Social Cash Transfer (SCT) programme 

 

In contrast, in countries without these (government-financed) primary safety-net programmes and 

supporting digital infrastructure, it can be difficult to coordinate external financing for social protection. In 

Afghanistan, the lack of an established programme before the ‘de facto authorities’ assumed control of the 

country is a significant impediment to providing social safety nets at scale through external financing. 

Yemen has established institutions and programmes, but its digital infrastructure is hindered by a lack of 

common identifiers and limited data sharing, leading to duplication and gaps in the social registry.  

Pooled funds 

Where operational, World Bank multi-donor trust funds (MDTFs) for social protection were considered the 

main mechanism for coordinating finance, because they tend to fund the primary social safety net 

programmes and/or the digital infrastructure that underpins them, and provide a platform to leverage 

financing from IDA and domestic resources.98  

In less stable contexts, multi-sectoral MDTFs, such as those for Afghanistan and Somalia, were viewed as 

important mechanisms for coordinating financing, though prioritisation of social protection was viewed as 

substantially more complex. In Somalia, the Multi-Partner Fund plays a small role in social protection 

compared with IDA financing.99 However, it also co-finances a crisis response window that funds cash 

transfers as well as other activities. In Afghanistan, making the case for allocations for social assistance 

from the Afghanistan Resilience Trust Fund (ATRF) was perceived as difficult, given donor earmarking, 

compared with prioritising CVA through the humanitarian response plan (HRP) and pooled humanitarian 

resources.  

Basket funds were not commonly used across the sample of countries. Rwanda’s basket, which pools 

funds from FCDO and SIDA (and potentially KfW) is still relatively nascent.  

Using government mechanisms to pool funds is not common. In Yemen, donors have relied on the 

capacity of the Social Fund for Development (SFD) to channel financing for cash transfers, given its 

strengths and their own operating constraints. In Kenya and Malawi, some interviewees felt that MDTFs 

for social protection provided a practical compromise to using legally established national funds for social 

_________ 

98 MDTFs for social protection are operational in Malawi (since 2023), Ethiopia (since 2005), Zambia (since 2020); and 
Kenya (since 2019).  
99 According to the latest MPF progress report, the MPF provides USD 1.65 million for analytical support for building 
an adaptive national social protection system while IDA financing for the Somalia Shock Responsive Safety Net for 
Human Capital Project (SNHCP) supporting the Baxnaano programme is USD 418 million (World Bank, 2024f). 
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protection. Cambodia has established a National Social Assistance Fund, but it is not used to pool 

external funding. In Ghana, the passage of a social protection bill is expected to lead to the establishment 

of a social protection fund to improve the predictability of government financing.  

Working groups, steering committees, and other key coordination actors 

Most interviewees acknowledged working groups – donor working groups and sector working groups or 

steering committees – as an important part of the wider coordination architecture, but few identified them 

as a key mechanism for coordinating finance.  

In general, working groups were portrayed as being important for information sharing on the ongoing 

delivery of programmes, with donors engaging in bilateral dialogue on financing with the government and 

one another outside of the formal meetings. The frequency of meetings also varied from country to 

country, and working groups were considered relatively dormant in some.  

Notable exceptions were Ethiopia’s more institutionalised PSNP donor working group and dedicated donor 

coordination team (Box 2) and Cambodia’s National Social Protection Council with respect to coordinating 

technical assistance for social protection. While Kenya’s and Rwanda’s working groups are similar to 

those in other countries on paper,100 interviewees indicated a more functional, iterative dynamic, allowing 

the government and donors to reach a consensus on priority areas for external financing.  

 

 
BOX 2: COORDINATING SOCIAL PROTECTION IN ETHIOPIA 

Ethiopia’s PSNP donor working group comprises 11 donors and three UN agencies. It 
operates with a revolving chair and is a central point for donor coordination for the PSNP. This 
group meets every two weeks.  

A dedicated donor coordination team hosted and funded by the World Bank supports donor 
coordination, acting as a secretariat and streamlining their agenda and communications with the 
government. This team consists of technical and coordination personnel who are deeply familiar 
with the PSNP. While recruited by and working for the World Bank, they maintain a separation 
from the World Bank’s other operations.  

The World Bank conducts a joint design process with the government, involving two or three 
donors representing all contributors within the working group. Biannual joint review 
implementation support missions are conducted, including government officials, donors, regional 
implementers, and federal supervisors. These missions involve field visits and central reviews to 
check on project progress. 

This model provides the government with one central point to interact with partners, simplifying 
coordination. While there are official government meetings twice a year, the World Bank Task 
Team Leader communicates regularly with the government. 

 

Donor working groups remain important in all contexts, even where MDTFs for social protection have 

been established, given there often remains substantial funding to be coordinated in parallel with these 

mechanisms. For example, in Malawi, Germany/KFW is a major partner that has not (yet) joined the 

MDTF; in Zambia, the UN Joint Programme on Social Protection (UNJPSP) provides joined-up but parallel 

financing for technical assistance on social protection.  

Wider sector working groups or inter-ministerial social protection steering committees were considered 

important for setting the policy agenda in some contexts, particularly where central agencies took the lead 

in chairing them. For example, in Somalia, the Social Protection Steering Committee (SPSC) is chaired by 

the Office of the Prime Minister; in Cambodia, the National Social Protection Council (NPSC) is chaired by 

the Finance Ministry, which provides a firm stance on not borrowing for social protection.  

_________ 

100 In Rwanda this includes a donor working group, a sector working group chaired by the Ministry of Local 
Government (MINALOC) and co-chaired by the FCDO, and a Sector Cluster Forum that brings together the relevant 
line ministries.  
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In other contexts, the absence of central leadership on coordination was noted. For example, in Zambia, a 

government-led Human and Social Development Cluster and an ILO-led Social Protection Working Group 

are both chaired by the Ministry of Community Development and Social Services (MCDSS), but an 

overarching national social protection committee was considered to be absent, contributing to 

fragmentation.  

Government focal points for the coordination of financing for social protection varied across contexts 

(Table 11). This is likely because most external financing is for social assistance programmes, which in 

many instances are not managed by the Ministry of Labour/Social Protection/Welfare (or equivalent). The 

level of involvement of the central ministries, such as the finance ministry, also varied across contexts. We 

observed an increasing appreciation for the role of disaster risk management agencies across countries 

including Kenya, Malawi, Pakistan, and Zambia.  

 

Table 11 Key government focal points and role of central ministries by sample countries 

Country Focal point for donors Other relevant 

institutions 

Role of central ministries 

Afghanistan N/A N/A N/A 

Cambodia National Social Protection 

Council (NSPC) 

13 MDAs under the NSPC Ministry of Finance chairs 
the National Social 
Protection Council 

Main focal point on 
coordinating non-technical 
assistance financing.  

Ethiopia Varies depending on the 

specific social protection 

programme 

PSNP: Ministry of Agriculture 

UPSNP: Ministry of Women 

and Social Affairs 

CBHI: Ministry of Health 

HGSFP: Ministry of Education 

Ministry of Finance 

Disaster Risk Management 

Commission (EDRMC) 

Addis Ababa Students 

Feeding Agency 

Design Executive 
Committee of PSNP led by 
the Ministry of Agriculture 
and supported by the 
Ministry of Finance 

 

Ghana Ministry of Gender, Children 

and Social Protection 

Social Protection Sector 

Working Group brings 

together key MDAs. 

Ministry of Food & Agriculture 

on SRSP 

Ministry of Gender, Children 

and Social Protection leads, 

while the Ministry of Finance 

provides budget allocations 

and oversight. 

 

Kenya National Social Protection 

Secretariat in the Ministry of 

Labour and Social Protection 

  

Malawi Ministry of Finance and 
Economic Affairs 
(MoFEA) 

• Debt and Aid 
Management 
Department – core 
external financing 
coordination hub 

• Poverty Reduction & 
Social Protection 
Division (PRSP Unit) 
– located within the 
Ministry of Finance, 
acts as a coordinator 

Ministry of Gender, 

Community Development & 

Social Welfare (MoGCDSW) 

Ministry of Local Government 

Department of Disaster 

Management Affairs 

(DoDMA) 

Ministry of Labour 

National Local 
Government Finance 
Committee (NLGFC) – 
under the mandate of the 
MoFEA. 

National Social Protection 
Technical Committee – 
brings together ministries, 
CSOs, and donors. 

National Clusters 
(Disaster): DoDMA leads 
these clusters and works 
closely with the Ministry of 
Gender. 
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for overall social 
protection policy 

Humanitarian Cash 
Working Group: The 
Ministry of Gender 
participates in this group, 
along with DoDMA. 

Rwanda Ministry of Local Government 

(MINALOC) 

Local Administrative Entities 

Development Agency (LODA) 

Ministry of Public Service and 

Labour (MIFOTRA)  

Ministry for Refugees and 

Disaster Management 

Social Protection Sector 
Working Group is chaired by 
MINALOC with participation 
and support from the Ministry 
of Finance and Economic 
Planning. 

Pakistan Ministry of Poverty Alleviation 

and Social Safety 

National Social Protection 

Forum brings together key 

federal and provincial MDAs. 

Planning Commission 
chairs the Development 
Partners Working Group 
(DPWG) at a federal level 
but not specifically focused 
on social protection.  

Somalia Ministry of Labour and Social 

Affairs (MoLSA) 

Social Protection Steering 

Committee (SPSC) brings 

together other MDAs and 

Federal Member States 

Office of the Prime Minister 
chairs the Social 
Protection Steering 
Committee (SPSC).  

Yemen N/A N/A N/A 

Zambia Ministry of Community 

Development and Social 

Services (MCDSS) 

Ministry of Finance and 

National Planning (MoFNP) 

Disaster Management and 

Mitigation Unit (DMMU) 

 The MCDSS co-chairs the 
Human and Social 
Development Cluster, the 
Strategic Group (Steering 
Committee) of the UN Joint 
Programme on Social 
Protection (UNJPSP), 
alongside UNICEF, and 
the ILO-supported Social 
Protection Working Group. 

Note: MDA = Ministries, departments, and agencies.  

 

Cash working groups (CWGs) were acknowledged as important mechanisms for coordinating finance 

across different programmes in unstable countries, including Afghanistan, Somalia, and Yemen, but less 

so in stable contexts. In Yemen, a narrower Cash Donor Coordination Group (CDCG) provides 

coordination and alignment across five major cash transfer programmes funded by the World Bank, 

FCDO, European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO), and UNHCR, while the Cash 

and Markets Working Group (CMWG) covers a broader set of programmes under the HRP.  

Collaboration between the World Bank and UN agencies (particularly WFP) was seen as important for 

coordination in unstable contexts, including Somalia and the Sahel, where WFP has traditionally handled 

delivery and is now transitioning towards technical assistance (funded through Bank operations). Further 

examples beyond our sample countries where this model of coordination was deemed effective include 

Bangladesh and Haiti (Box 2). The importance of the role of UNICEF in developing a social protection 

strategy, and as an implementing partner for the World Bank, was highlighted for Yemen.  

Interagency personal relationships and in-country presence were also acknowledged as important, 

particularly in unstable contexts such as the Sahel. Nevertheless, formal pooling of funding across the 

humanitarian-development divide was considered unworkable in the Sahel.  
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6.10.2 Reasons for establishing coordination mechanisms  

While recognition of the inefficiencies of multiple bilateral arrangements was the main motivation for 

governments and donors to establish coordination mechanisms, including pooled funding arrangements, 

additional reasons often overlap, including:  

» Macroeconomic stability: In countries where budget support was not an option, such as Malawi and 

Zambia, disbursements through social safety net programmes supported the response to 

macroeconomic shocks and were also a quick source of foreign exchange reserves.  

» Recurrent risks: In countries and regions where climate events such as droughts and agricultural 

‘lean seasons’ are common, such as Ethiopia and the Sahel, MDTFs are viewed as an appropriate 

mechanism to ensure timely responses, predictable funding, and value for money, compared with the 

alternative of annual appeals and programming through the humanitarian system.  

» Response to COVID-19 and the polycrisis: In countries including Cambodia, Malawi, and Zambia, 

coordination mechanisms were established or reconstituted in response to COVID-19 and the global 

instability that followed.  .  

» Platforms for retaining and attracting new funders: MDTFs are viewed as a mechanism to more 

easily integrate new donors and keep existing donors who might otherwise be concerned about the 

fiduciary risks of recipient-executed projects. In Malawi, the MDTF was used to bring USAID on board. 

In Kenya, the MDTF is becoming a platform for integrating philanthropic donors. In Zambia, the MDTF 

was seen as vital for saving the sector and programmes following a scandal in 2018 that led bilateral 

donors to withdraw their support. Across countries, the potential to leverage IDA funding was seen as 

a benefit.  

» Alternative to preferred option: Stakeholders in Kenya and Malawi viewed MDTFs as a good 

compromise to the establishment of sovereign funds for social protection where fiduciary risks are a 

concern. 

» Leveraging the strengths of different partners: Particularly in less stable contexts, including 

Ethiopia and Somalia, certain agencies are appreciated for specific strengths – the World Bank for 

fiduciary controls, WFP for delivery mechanisms, and UNICEF for policy development.  

» Platforms for technical assistance: Pooled funding mechanisms are viewed as a means to 

coordinate technical assistance from different partners, including for building and improving digital 

infrastructure and improving the design of programmes. Pooling mechanisms also allow providers 

outside the formal mechanism to identify and fill gaps that the mechanism does not cover, which is 

UNICEF’s approach in Zambia.  

» Bridging the humanitarian-development divide: In unstable contexts such as Somalia and the 

Sahel, coordination mechanisms were viewed as a means for joint programming between the World 

Bank and the UN system, reducing competition for scarce resources among stakeholders, and 

countering scepticism among humanitarian actors about the potential to shift responsibility for social 

protection to national authorities. In Yemen and the Sahel, however, competition for limited funding 

and influence was seen as a significant impediment to cooperation and coordination. 

» Setting standards: Country working groups play an important role in harmonising the delivery of cash 

by different agencies and partners, particularly in unstable contexts such as Afghanistan and Yemen, 

where there are many delivery partners.  

» Transition and continuity: In contexts where social protection is transitioning to government funding 

and budget support, such as Kenya, MDTFs allow donors to provide ongoing technical assistance 

(including embedded technical assistance). In Yemen, providing support through the SFD as a 

delivery channel is seen as allowing for continuity of joint operations across the development-

humanitarian divide during the conflict. 

» Government ownership: A lack of incentives for governments to accept external funding for social 

protection, and reluctance to align with it, were seen as problems. However, in cases such as the 

Sahel, where governments took leadership on certain areas, donors often withdrew. As such, 

coordination mechanisms were viewed as a way of promoting government leadership around the 

alignment of external resources.  
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In general, the process for establishing pooled funding mechanisms and other coordination mechanisms 

tended to be arbitrary, and most often reactive, rather than proactive.  

 

6.10.3 Functionality of coordination mechanisms  

Pooled funding and other coordination mechanisms have a good track record of widening the donor base, 

increasing the volume and predictability of external financing for social protection, expanding coverage of 

social safety nets, improving digital infrastructure that underpins their delivery, and connecting social 

safety net programmes with shock-responsive financing.  

Dedicated social protection pooling mechanisms are more successful than multipurpose pooled funds, 

though experiences vary. For example, in both Afghanistan and Somalia, multipurpose pooled funds do 

not play a major role in financing social protection, and in Afghanistan a coalition of donors for providing 

long-term social assistance is absent.  

Pooled funding mechanisms have been less successful in mobilising domestic resources for social 

protection. Social safety net programmes in countries from our sample remain heavily reliant on donor 

financing, which is becoming increasingly unpredictable. Sustainability is also a concern in countries 

including Ghana and Zambia, where in-year predictability of government financing for the programmes 

was also identified as an issue. Even in countries such as Kenya, where the level of government financing 

is high, fiscal and liquidity constraints can lead to delays in payments and concerns about maintaining 

their adequacy.  

Maintaining or increasing the adequacy of social safety nets has also proved to be challenging on a 

consistent basis, particularly in high-inflation contexts such as Ethiopia, despite the fact that indexing to 

inflation is often a conditionality of the external financing. It is difficult for external partners to influence the 

adequacy of transfers, as this is ultimately a domestic political decision. Nevertheless, interviewees in 

countries such as Zambia felt that the rationale used by governments to set cash transfer values could be 

improved through more coordinated technical assistance for policy design, and in unstable contexts 

through mechanisms such as country working groups.  

Other mechanisms appear to be more important for mobilising/protecting domestic resources for social 

protection, including World Bank development policy operations (DPOs) and IMF programmes. In 

Ethiopia, the DPO stipulates an increase in social safety net spending from 0.2% of GDP to 0.4% of GDP, 

a target that was met last year. Similarly, in Ghana, Pakistan, and Zambia, the IMF’s extended credit 

facilities include structural or other benchmarks aiming to protect the adequacy of social protection 

programmes from inflation (Pakistan and Ghana) or increase their coverage (Zambia and Ghana), while 

also improving their targeting (Ghana and Zambia) (IMF 2025a, 2025b, 2025c).  

Even in countries less inclined to borrow for social protection and without formal pooling mechanisms, 

external technical assistance may be used strategically to mobilise grant financing from non-traditional 

sources. Cambodia has an implicit rule on not borrowing to finance social protection programmes but uses 

available technical assistance to pursue grant financing from and through other sources. For example, 

Cambodia is using technical assistance to support its application for financing from the GCF and is also a 

pathfinder country under the Global Accelerator and the Global Shield.  

 

6.10.4 Promising coordination practices 

Coordination mechanisms, including pooled funding mechanisms, aim to mitigate against a tendency 

towards the fragmentation of external financing and the associated administrative burdens of coordination 

for both governments and donors. Some of the ways we observed this working well in practice included: 

» Prioritisation and scale-up of foundational programmes. This was observed to varying degrees 

across all countries.  
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» Building on foundational programmes to expand and join up the social protection system. For 

example, in Kenya, the World Bank and other contributors to the MDTF are shifting towards 

supporting complementary graduation-orientated services, while CIFF is joining the MDTF to provide 

support on girls’ education. 

» Linking social protection with disaster risk management. This was observed as an important area 

for coordinating finance in Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, and Zambia, and increasingly relevant in 

Cambodia, Ghana, and Pakistan.  

» Fostering dialogue on the broader evidence base on effectiveness, particularly with respect to 

policies on which the government has strong political views and preferences, such as the targeting 

and adequacy of transfers.  

» Enabling greater government ownership by incentivising donors to align on priorities and 

speak with one voice. This is more evident in Kenya and Rwanda.  

» Restricting earmarking, allowing for more impact and value for money, and allowing smaller 

contributors to attribute their investments to larger impacts than they could achieve bilaterally. This 

was most evident in Ethiopia.  

In more unstable contexts, coordination mechanisms promoted many of the same, as well as additional, 

promising practices, including:  

» Establishing alignment with government priorities as a short-term objective of support, and 

government ownership and management of programmes and systems as a long-term objective. This 

was viewed as critical for improved coordination on financing with the government in Somalia and 

governments in the Sahel region.  

» Establishing a lead agency for coordination on the government side, such as MoLSA in Somalia.  

» Reducing competition (for influence and resources) and promoting collaboration between 

development and humanitarian actors, particularly the World Bank and WFP, by focusing on common 

goals rather than institutional differences (Box 3).  

» Recognising the links between short-term humanitarian CVA and the longer-term goal of 

(re)establishing social protection systems. Both the FCDO and World Bank’s role in 

acknowledging the relationship is considered important for sustaining institutions and systems in 

Yemen, which feeds into the longer-term vision in the design of World Bank programmes.  

» Financing the establishment and/or the continuity and scale-up of foundational social 

assistance programmes, and related investments in shared digital infrastructure. For example, 

the Baxnaano programme and unified social registry in Somalia, and continuity of the SFD and Social 

Welfare Fund (SWF) in Yemen.  

» Building trust and government ownership through shared processes. For example, information 

sharing, third-party evaluations, and up-front discussion and agreement on targeting was noted as 

important in Somalia. In Ethiopia, joint design and review promotes increasing government oversight 

and ownership. In Yemen and Afghanistan, the country working group is viewed as an important 

shared source of independent advice on providing cash assistance.  

» Linking social protection with elements of disaster risk management. In Ethiopia, the shock-

response component of the PSNP is viewed as being well coordinated with humanitarian food aid, 

with a shock-response technical subcommittee attended by the Disaster Risk Management 

Commission (EDRMC) and similar arrangements under Food Cluster meetings. 

» Putting in place contingencies for non-programmatic disruptions. For example, in Ethiopia, a 

‘transfer first’ principle has allowed the external financing of the PSNP to continue despite diplomatic 

tensions around the ongoing conflict and humanitarian situation. In Yemen, there have been 

coordinated efforts by donors to continue to use Yemen’s established institutions for financing social 

protection.  

» Funding key personnel and specialisms, such as disaster risk management specialisms, and 

incentivising their collaboration.  
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BOX 3: WORLD BANK AND WFP COLLABORATION 

Across some of our sample countries and other countries, collaboration between the World Bank 
and WFP (with the former funding the latter in many cases) was consistently highlighted as 
important for coordinating financing for social protection.  

In Somalia, the relationship was seen as critical for transitioning ownership of digital 
infrastructure to the government and delivering social assistance in hard-to-reach areas. A 
similar working relationship between the two institutions was noted for Haiti (Holland-Szyp, 
Mehelin and Shafee, 2025), Palestine, and countries in the Sahel region.  

‘Most significantly, the Bangladesh country office brought together USD 218 million from the 
World Bank and the European Union to support the national mother and child benefit 
programme. WFP’s provision of technical assistance was critical in enabling the Government to 
accept the Bank’s financing for scaling up the programme. This work included implementing the 
programme in eight “learning hubs”, estimating beneficiary transfer allocation nationwide, 
enrolling beneficiaries by June 2024, and determining scale-up targets, implementation 
directives, benefit amounts, and the required human resources’ (WFP, 2025b). 

In Afghanistan, a harmonised multi-agency approach involving WFP, UNICEF, the World Bank, 
and ADB was noted as important for coordinating financing for social protection.  

Sources: Key informant interviews; WFP (2025); Holland-Szyp, Mehelin and Shafee (2025).  

 

6.10.5 Poor coordination practices 

Despite the promising practices promoted by coordination mechanisms discussed above, most key 

informants felt the coordination of financing for social protection remained fragmented due to a number of 

poor coordination practices. In many cases these represent the flip side of some of the promising 

practices discussed in the previous section. 

Across contexts, coordination mechanisms, including pooled funding mechanisms, can sometimes offer 

more form than function, leading to issues around:  

» Donor dominance and bias in programme prioritisation and design. Donors were viewed as 

having excessive influence on programme prioritisation, particularly in countries where governments 

played a more passive role in coordination and/or fiscal space was constrained. This included 

excessive influence over: prioritising financing for cash transfers and more sophisticated targeting 

approaches over more nascent or complex programmes (e.g. public works programmes and 

community-based targeting) in Malawi and Rwanda (though views on the latter were mixed); MDTF 

prioritisation by the World Bank in Zambia due to its links to other IDA-financed projects; and 

prioritisation of external financing in Pakistan due to fluctuating government leadership on coordination 

and passivity arising from fiscal constraints.  

» Delays in establishing pooled funds and disbursing from them. These occur particularly where 

donors insist on excessive incorporation of their own programme preferences (see above) and their 

own fiduciary requirements, without adequate governance mechanisms for resolving differences 

between the government and donors, and among donors. In Malawi, where the MDTF has only 

recently been established, issues around programme and targeting preferences (see above), and the 

harmonisation of fiduciary risk requirements were seen as contributing to unnecessary delays in 

establishment and disbursement.  

» Tensions between donors and between government institutions on leadership roles. In the 

absence of a well-funded overarching coordination mechanism, overlapping mandates and 

competition for resources and influence create disincentives for cooperation and the proliferation of 

parallel engagements between donors and governments. Tensions between government institutions 

were also flagged. In some cases, such as Ethiopia, the ministry that might notionally lead on 

coordination is not the ministry that manages the largest programme(s). Lack of overarching 

government leadership on social protection presents a particular problem for coordinating technical 

assistance programmes, especially in contexts where social protection programmes are decentralised, 
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such as Pakistan and Rwanda. Global mechanisms such as the UN’s Global Accelerator can 

exacerbate these tensions further where they lack a focal point to engage with on the broader social 

protection agenda.  

» Lack of transparency on the predictability of funding and what it can be used for, particularly 

where pooled funding mechanisms are not in place or have limited coverage across donors. This was 

noted as an issue in Kenya, creating administrative burdens on the government side in determining 

how best to use the support of different partners.  

» De-siloing social protection systems across government. This issue was nuanced across different 

countries and related to both institutional and data siloes. In countries such as Somalia, it can be 

difficult to broker data-sharing arrangements at the country level and interventions at the global level 

are sometimes required. In Pakistan there are issues around unifying beneficiary registries at the 

federal and provincial levels. In Kenya, issues stem from some partners setting up their own registries 

rather than building on the existing national registry. From a more institutional perspective, key 

informants for Ethiopia noted the siloing of the PSNP under the Ministry of Agriculture, separating it 

from other social protection programmes managed by the Ministry of Women and Social Affairs. In 

Ghana, key informants noted that while the main programmes are well coordinated, institutional 

fragmentation becomes evident when a shock occurs, and government and partners are forced to 

work out a response plan.  

 

In unstable contexts, coordination mechanisms, including pooled funding mechanisms, have been less 

effective in resolving additional issues, including:  

» Reducing the cost and complexity of coordination, including who should fund and lead 

coordination mechanisms. In Somalia, key informants noted the potential to further rationalise the 

architecture for coordination given overlapping mandates across mechanisms including the CWG, the 

DWG, and other thematic working groups. Under the Baxnaano programme, a Social Protection 

Working Group led by MoLSA brings together government and development partners to ensure 

coordination across interventions. This is separate from the CWG, which doesn’t include the Federal 

Government of Somalia (Smith, 2025b). The Somalia Donor Working Group brings together 

humanitarian and development counterparts, but momentum has stalled since funds for a coordinator 

ran out (Smith, 2025b). Similarly, in Yemen, while the ‘social protection consultative committees’ 

include humanitarian actors, there remain challenges to ensure their active participation (Smith, 

2025d). In Ethiopia, key informants viewed this as less of an issue due to the establishment of a 

dedicated Donor Coordination Team for the PSNP, embedded in government, and funded through the 

MDTF, though noted tensions around the membership of non-contributing partners; 

» Reducing the resistance and scepticism of other humanitarian actors on the merits of 

transitioning the social protection system towards government management, given the likely 

impact on their own operating budgets. This was noted as an issue in Somalia, while in Ethiopia 

key informants noted limited coordination between the PSNP and the humanitarian sector beyond the 

shock-responsive component of the PNSP.  

» Retaining the commitment of donors and humanitarian actors as the government takes more 

ownership. In both Somalia and the Sahel, key informants noted a tendency for UN agencies to 

prematurely reduce funding and disengage as the government took on more roles and responsibilities. 

» Resolving administrative/operational issues that significantly impact on speed, flexibility and 

cost of collective donor effort. For example:  

− The lack of a common UN / World Bank approach to auditing, fiduciary risk management, 

safeguarding and data sharing led to significant delays in contracting negotiations between the 

World Bank and WFP to enable WFP to act as a third-party implementer of the Sudan Emergency 

Safety Nets Project (SESNP) in 2022 (Smith, 2025c). In Yemen, differing UN/World Bank risk 

appetites have delayed the transition of the Emergency Social Protection Enhancement and 

COVID-19 Response Project to a fully locally led model (Smith, 2025d).  

− Insufficient monitoring systems. In Ethiopia in 2023 the discovery of large-scale, systematic 

diversion of US-funded humanitarian food aid led to a five-month pause in all US-funded food 
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assistance (including to its PSNP NGO partners), and all of WFP’s wider food assistance 

operations (Smith, 2025a). 

− The cascade of overheads that can occur when the UN is a third-party implementer that 

then subcontracts others, as seen in Sudan (Smith, 2025c). By contrast, in 2024, it was estimated 

that in Yemen the use of local actors would reduce costs by 36% (Cabot Venton, Pongracz & 

Alabsi in Smith, 2025d);  

− Inflexible implementation of World Bank policy 7.30 (Dealings with De Facto Governments). 

For example, in Sudan the World Bank activated policy 7.30 in response to the October 2021 

military coup, which led to the Sudan Family Support Programme (SFSP) being paused. There 

was then a lengthy pause without alternative solutions to SFSP being implemented, leading to 

gaps in critical assistance to food-insecure households (Smith, 2025c).  

» Integrating an adequate understanding of conflict risks into programme design. In Sudan 

system-building efforts occasionally inadvertently contributed to increasing conflict risk (Smith, 2025c) 

while in Yemen and Ethiopia donors sometimes failed to adequately consider the political dimensions 

of conflicts in decision-making (Smith, 2025a, 2025d). In Ethiopia, donors struggled to develop a 

shared understanding of the trade-offs of stopping or continuing engagement when these conflict risks 

were triggered (Smith, 2025a).  

6.10.6 Lessons for improving coordination 

In terms of lessons from their own experiences on the coordination of financing for social protection, key 

informants felt that the following common themes (reflected in two or more countries) were important:  

» Clarity on leadership: being clear about who is providing leadership on both the government and 

donor side.  

» Clarity on scope: being clear and explicit about what donors/mechanisms are willing to finance and 

support, including providing recipient countries with more voice on prioritisation.  

» Clarity on length of commitment; building social protection systems takes a considerable amount of 

time and multi-year commitments.  

» Setting realistic plans and targets, particularly with respect to transitions to higher levels of 

government financing that incorporate a better understanding of the fiscal constraints and political 

economy that governments are facing.  

» Building on existing coordination mechanisms: parallel country-level mechanisms (including those 

initiated by global mechanisms) can create administrative burdens and tensions among donors and 

government MDAs. But governance of domestic mechanisms needs to be improved to build trust 

among external funders.  

» Understanding the benefits of MDTFs: MDTFs have a good track record of encouraging more 

donors to invest in social protection (by reducing their concerns about fiduciary risks) and reducing 

administrative burdens, but understanding of MDTFs is limited among donors and within governments.  

» Data and evidence is an important foundation for coordination: data (particularly around 

coverage) and evidence of effectiveness are important ways of creating a sense of investment, 

maintaining engagement and mobilising more resources. 

» The primacy of prioritisation: coordination on financing is distinct from other types of (technical) 

coordination because it is about prioritisation. Mechanisms established to coordinate financing need to 

recognise this to avoid programme complexity driven by different donor and government preferences.  

» The pitfalls of successful programmes: external funding of the most successful programmes 

(typically cash transfer programmes) can create disincentives for governments funding them and 

disincentives for donors to diversify into funding more nascent and complex programmes.  

» Personnel and personalities matter: a common theme around improved cooperation was good 

personal relationships across donor agencies, which was often helped by the presence of expertise.  

» Funding and institutionalising coordination: recognition that coordination comes at a cost and 

those costs need to be owned and managed. For smaller countries this presents issues around 

economies of scale, suggesting that some pooling of funding for coordination at the regional level 
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might be appropriate, or that donors should prioritise which smaller countries they will support 

collectively.  

In more unstable contexts, additional lessons include 

» Establishing government ownership as the long-term objective: a transition to government 

ownership should be the shared objective of coordination mechanisms, even where it is not currently 

possible or practical. Building government ownership for social protection should be viewed as a 

gradual process; donor dominance is often an early phase. 

» Global versus country-level coordination: some coordination issues require coordination at the 

global level, for example around data-sharing. Being clearer about which issues are global and which 

are local can improve coordination overall.  

» Coordination should be proactive: efforts to improve coordination are too often reactive, in 

response to shock, a partner exiting, or a partner reducing its level of funding, rather than proactive.  

» Establishing cash as the link between humanitarian aid and social protection systems: cash-

based humanitarian responses should be seen as a bridge for maintaining and strengthening social 

protection systems.  

» Establishing resilience as the reason for using humanitarian aid to provide sustained support 

on social protection.  

» Conflict sensitivity: donor coordination mechanisms need to build a collective understanding of how 

to discuss with governments sensitive issues that impact programme performance.  

» Start with operational coordination: in countries with complex humanitarian-development divides, 

coordination on joint operations can provide the foundations for higher levels of coordination around 

policy and financing. 

» Donors need to demand coordination: the inherent incentives to compete within each silo and 

across the humanitarian development divide require funders to set expectations for coordination.  

» Coordination mechanisms should be focused: the broader the mechanism, the less proactive and 

effective it is likely to be.  

6.10.7 Responding to shrinking ODA 

Reflecting on the role of country-level mechanisms for coordinating financing for social protection in the 

context of shrinking ODA budgets, key informants noted their (potential) role in:  

» Promoting efficiency: including through leveraging shared digital infrastructure (for registries and 

payments) and reducing administrative burdens and overheads.  

» Preparing for transitions: taking a long-term perspective on managing the disruption of donor exits 

and scale-downs, encouraging the scale-up of domestic financing, prioritising capacity building, and 

promoting a more strategic and equitable approach to the inevitable loss in coverage.  

» Promoting transparency: building trust around existing delivery systems will be important for 

maintaining advocacy for financing social protection.  

» Mobilising alternative financing: particularly climate finance (including by clarifying the roles of 

different government institutions in the design and delivery of programmes) and, to a lesser extent, 

private finance.  

 

In more unstable contexts, key informants also saw a role for coordination mechanisms in:  

» Preparing for transitions: from emergency cash transfers to sustainable social protection systems. 

» Promoting openness to new approaches: particularly given the significant flux between 

humanitarian and development financing in these contexts.  
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At a global level, key informants saw potential value in mechanisms that could: 

» promote open dialogue on strategic issues such as targeting.  

In general, key informants felt that more pooling of resources was increasingly necessary given the need 

to coordinate smaller contributions from more donors.  

 


