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Introduction

Globally, the number of people living in 
areas vulnerable to shocks and facing 
emergency situations is growing, with 
serious potential impacts on their short-
term wellbeing and missed opportunities 
for human capital development. In view of 
this need, governments and stakeholders 
are increasingly turning to national social 
protection systems as a potential tool for 
crisis mitigation and response. 

5Shock-Sensitive Social Protection in Malawi
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and analytical services. This document 
articulates a continued joint commitment to 
support the Government to better meet the 
differentiated needs of vulnerable populations 
now and in the future. 

Scope and timeline 

This document aligns to the MNSSP II 
focusing predominately on SSSP in relation to 
the three key social assistance programmes4 
in Malawi, with an implicit understanding 
that the actions proposed will also improve 
consumption support and build resilience. 
It focuses on social assistance5, as per the 
MNSSP II, noting other instruments might 
be included in the future. The document 
aims to articulate the agencies’ support to 
the Government of Malawi between 2021-
2030, whilst being cognisant of the mandates 
and capacities of different ministries and 
departments. 

Malawi is a shock-prone country, with 
high poverty levels and a developing social 
protection system. Each year, regular 
social protection mechanisms have been 
complemented by cyclical emergency 
responses to other shocks (e.g. cyclones, 
droughts). Humanitarian and disaster risk 
management actors have joined forces 
with the social protection sector to adapt to 
this shock-prone context, characterised by 
high needs and risks. This collaboration has 
resulted in the institutionalisation of Shock-
Sensitive Social Protection (SSSP)1 as a 
key objective of the Malawi National Social 
Support Programme II (MNSSP II), among 
other key documents including the National 
Resilience Strategy.2

Over the last five years, UNICEF and 
WFP have collaborated3 to support the 
Government of Malawi to advance the use 
of social protection for addressing shocks 
and stressors, through a blend of advocacy, 
capacity strengthening, operational support 

1 In Malawi, shock-sensitive social protection is used to encompass the more globally referenced terms ‘adaptive’ and/or ‘shock-responsive’ social 
protection.

2 Government of Malawi, Strategic objective 3 of Malawi National Social Support Programme II (2018-23): “Develop a shock-sensitive social protection 
system that meets seasonal needs, prepares for and responds to unpredictable shocks together with the humanitarian sector, and supports recovery 
and the return to regular programming.”

3 UNICEF / WFP (2021) Taking stock of Malawi’s journey towards an adaptive shock responsive social protection system 2015-2020. – Forthcoming.
4 The three key social assistance programmes are the Social Cash Transfer Programme, the Public Works Programme, and the School Meals Programme.  
5 Non-contributory social protection which consists of cash, near-cash and in-kind transfers, and subsidies. These are effective entry points for this work 

because they target the poorest households that are most vulnerable to the effects of shocks.

Humanitarian and disaster risk management 
actors have joined forces with the social protection 

sector to respond to shocks.
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Country-driven
Human-rights 
based social 
protection

Humanitarian 
principles People-driven Risk-informed 

Analysis-driven 
for adequate 

support 

National 
systems driven

Sustainability-
oriented

Partnerships-
driven

Embracing 
innovation

Guiding principles of engagement 

UNICEF and WFP work closely with the 
Government of Malawi to strengthen the 
national social protection system, making 
it more shock-sensitive and increasing 
collaboration with the disaster risk 
management and humanitarian sectors. 

UNICEF and WFP have a shared commitment 
to leverage their core mandates and expertise 
to support a nationally-owned and led SSSP 
system. These mandates include: 

• UNICEF’s mandate on the protection of 
children’s rights, ensuring their access 
to basic services and expanding their 
opportunities to reach their full potential, 
including at times of shocks. This 
translates into a strong commitment 
and expertise to build a comprehensive, 
integrated and nationally-owned social 
protection system that can give every 
child an equal chance in life. 

• WFP’s mandate on eradicating hunger and 
malnutrition by maintaining livelihoods 
during emergencies, mitigating risk, 
building resilience, and enabling people 

to meet their own food and nutrition 
needs will lend technical guidance to 
the implementation design, targeting, 
response, and food security monitoring. 

This relationship is also strengthened by 
each agency’s capacities in Malawi.  These 
capacities include:

• UNICEF´s solid track-record on evidence 
generation and innovation on social 
protection and related sectors; support to 
the development of policies, strategies 
and financing mechanisms on social 
protection policies (e.g. MNSSP II, SCTP 
strategic plan, programme costings, 
public expenditure reviews, fiscal space 
analyses); programme design and 
programme cycle management (e.g. 
cash transfers, “cash plus” and resilience 
building interventions); capacity building 
at both national and district levels; 
enhancement of the preparedness of 
social protection systems; and supporting 
the improvement of administration and 
delivery systems with an emphasis on 

Why WFP and UNICEF jointly?
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school feeding, asset creation, and 
social insurance); and programme cycle 
management with a strong district 
presence (i.e. participatory programme 
design, beneficiary information 
management, market access and 
logistics, and programme monitoring and 
evidence generation).

WFP and UNICEF’s commitment is 
underpinned by an ongoing engagement and 
leadership on several initiatives, as well as 
joint programmes on social protection.

interoperability and harmonization across 
the humanitarian-development nexus 
(e.g. e-payments, Unified Beneficiary 
Registry, management information 
systems, call centre, grievance and 
redress mechanisms, awareness and 
accountability). 

• WFP’s capacities include the diagnostic 
and design of policies and programmes 
(i.e. vulnerability assessments; food 
and nutrition security; social protection; 
resilience and climate change; emergency 
preparedness); programme-specific 
support (i.e. in-kind and cash transfers, 
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What is the context of needs 
and risks in Malawi?

Malawi is a low-income country, with a 
national poverty rate of 50.7%6, and an ultra-
poverty line – defined as ‘inability to meet 
food consumption needs’ – reaching 20.5% of 
the country. 

WHY 
SHOCK-SENSITIVE 
SOCIAL PROTECTION

2

6 UNICEF (2022/23) Malawi Social Protection Budget Brief. - Forthcoming.
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This results in deprivations including results in 
food insecurity, illnesses and child protection 
risks.9

 
In addition to the annual lean season, Malawi 
is also experiencing an increase in severe 
shocks that further push households to 
their limits, including climate and health-
related hazards. These hazards constitute an 
additional layer of risk, further undermining 
food security and poverty eradication efforts. 

It is estimated that 60.5%7 of children in 
Malawi live in multidimensional poverty, and 
the most recent household survey reports 
that 63.5% of households have inadequate 
levels of food.  

Vulnerabilities heighten over the lean season, 
a period of increased food insecurity that 
typically falls between October-March and 
before the harvest. Many households are 
unable to cope with this cyclical event that 
often occurs in the same locations yearly.8 

BOX 1 
IMPACTS OF THE LEAN SEASON (OCTOBER-MARCH)

• Poverty incidence increases by close to 10% compared to the rest of the year.

• Ultra-poverty incidence (defined as an inability to afford a minimum food 
basket) rises by approximately 5%.

• Conservative analyses estimate that eight Traditional Authorities (sub-district 
areas) have experienced dry spells resulting in crisis food gaps over the lean 
season every year for the last nine years (WFP 2020, Predictability of Crises in 
Malawi). 

• Food inflation, particularly in rural areas, shows significant seasonal variations 
with food prices increasing by 28% on average between August and February. 
See analysis on maize price variations across Malawi over the last five years.

• Multiple effects at the household level with dietary diversity 35% lower and 
children aged 5-17 15% more likely to be engaged in child labour (National 
Child Labour Survey, 2015).

• On average, acute malnutrition rises by 4% by the end of the Lean Season.

7 UNICEF and NSO (2018), Child Poverty in Malawi.
8 WFP (2020), Predictability of Crises in Malawi.  
9 UNICEF (2020), The Dynamics of Deprivation in Malawi the multi-dimensional effects of the lean season on children.
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In Malawi solid foundations for social 
protection have been built over the last 15 
years. The focus has largely been on social 
assistance, with expanding but still low 
coverage in comparison to needs (Image 
1). To support these interventions, the 
Government has developed key delivery 
systems, with ambitions for improved 
integrated programming. 

The overall policy guidance on social 
protection is provided by the Poverty 
Reduction and Social Protection (PRSP) 
Division within the Ministry of Economic 

What is the role of social protection to address 
these needs and risks?

Planning and Development and Public 
Sector Reforms. The responsibility for 
implementation is divided among different 
line ministries, including the Ministry of 
Gender, Community Development and 
Social Welfare (MoGCDSW); the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technology (MoEST); 
and the National Local Government Finance 
Committee (NLGFC). At times, international 
organisations implement on behalf of the 
Government to expand coverage and/or 
complement the existing support.
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IMAGE 1
AN OVERVIEW OF THE THREE NATIONAL SOCIAL ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES 
IN MALAWI10

• This graph shows the estimated coverage in a 
given district mapped against the ultra-poverty line 
(coverage), and the minimum wage (adequacy). 

• Social Cash Transfer Programme (SCTP) 
Reaching ultra-poor, labour constrained households 
with approximately MWK9,000 a month, 
nationwide.

• Public Works Programme (PWP) 
Reaching ultra-poor households with labour with 
approximately MWK10,000 in 10 districts. 

• School Meals Programme (SMP) 
Reaching up to 50% of schools with food and/or 
cash assistance for school-going children.

10 The survival minimum expenditure basket, as per WFP-collected data, for rural areas is 32,000-45,000 MWK/month, depending on the geographical 
location and time of the year. 
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The National Resilience Strategy (NRS, 2019) 
aims to ‘break the cycle’ of food insecurity by 
more proactively addressing the needs and 
risks of the population, building on the 2015 
Disaster Risk Management Policy. The goals 
of the MNSSP II are embedded within this 
framework. 

Despite concerted efforts by the Government 
to reduce risks and vulnerabilities, over the 
last 10 years, an emergency coordination 
structure led by the Department of Disaster 
Management Affairs (DoDMA) has been 
activated almost every year to cover food 
insecurity over the lean season. 

What is the role of disaster risk management and 
response to address these needs and risks?

Recurrent crises have taken place in 
concurrence with other shocks, such as 
cyclones11. These emergency responses are 
often heavily supported by the international 
humanitarian community to reach the 
affected population and are predominately 
focused on addressing the immediate needs 
of affected households. This is partly due to 
funding limitations and partly to a context 
of compounding shocks leaving Malawi in a 
near-continuous state of emergency.

11 For the annual lean season response, the severity of need is informed each year by the Acute Integrated Phase Classification on Food Insecurity (IPC) 
analysis, which is produced by the Government’s Malawi Vulnerability Assessment Committee (MVAC); for other shocks, such as floods and pest 
infestations, specific needs assessments are conducted as needed. 

What is the rationale for shock-sensitive social 
protection? 

There is growing global evidence that a well-
designed approach via national systems – 
especially social protection – offers room for 
improved crisis mitigation and response. 

Shock-sensitive social protection seeks 
to better meet people’s needs by enhancing 
existing programmes and systems, whilst 
building in flexibility to better coordinate with, 
and support sectors traditionally mandated to 
respond to shocks. 
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In Malawi, there is increasing consensus that 
a mechanism of response to acute crises 
is partly being used to supplement the low 
coverage, adequacy and comprehensiveness 
of regular social assistance programmes 
throughout the year. To address this situation, 
the Government has made significant 
progress in the development of strategies 
and programmes related to shock-sensitive 
social protection. 

This work includes introducing adaptations 
to routine programmes, as well as exploring 

What is the emerging role of shock-sensitive 
social protection in Malawi?

12 TRANSFORM (2020), Shock Responsive Social Protection. 

Social
Protection

Adequacy
Increase 
transfer values

Comprehensiveness
Increase services (for 
resilience building)

Coverage
Extend to those 
not covered

Flexibility of the system
to be leveraged to meet temporary needs 
with the humanitarian sector

National 
ownership & 

implementation

Cost
effectiveness

Minimizing 
gaps in 

provision

Timeliness Accountability
Predictability 
of funding & 
assistance

ENHANCING A NATIONAL SYSTEM WITH POSSIBLE GAINS IN

IMAGE 212

WHAT IS SHOCK-SENSITIVE SOCIAL PROTECTION?

different roles for social protection to play 
along the disaster management cycle (Image 
3).

However, the political economy of SSSP in 
Malawi is complex and it is unclear where 
SSSP sits within the social protection, 
disaster risk management (DRM) and 
humanitarian sectors. Additional work is 
required to enhance the routine design and 
operations of the social protection system, 
and to prepare its effective use as part of 
crises responses, where appropriate. 
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continued support to enhance systems and 
programmes for improved assistance to the 
most vulnerable.

Both UNICEF and WFP support the 
Government to provide clarity through an 
operational visioning process, underpinned by 

IMAGE 3
EXAMPLES OF HOW SOCIAL PROTECTION CONTRIBUTED TO CRISES RESPONSE 
IN MALAWI ALONG THE DRM CYCLE   

2019: Change of PWP design to 
watershed management

2021: Development of a training 
course on SSSP

2021: Increased coverage in shock 
prone areas

Ensuring continuity of services 
during Cyclone Idai (early 2019) and 
Covid-19 (2020/2021)

2021: Programme design 
adjustments to mitigate shocks

MITIGATION EARLY ACTION

2016: Absorption of temporary SMP 
onto regular programme

2019: Recovery top-ups SCTP for 
cyclone Idai

2021: Links between CUCI and 
village savings and loan groups

2021: Social protection recovery 
activities routinely incorporated into 
major shock responses

2022: Tropical Storm Ana and 
Gombe cash recovery transfers with 
both Vertical and Horizontal 
expansions implemented via 
Government systems

RECOVERY

2016: El Niño cash response

2016: Horizontal expansion of school 
meals

2019/20: Lean season response 
vertical expansion implemented by 
Government in coordination with a 
horizontal expansion that leverages on 
national systems

2020: Covid-19 urban cash intervention 
(CUCI)

2021: Further social protection 
response activities with adequate 
pre-established funding

2021/22: For the first time, both 
vertical and horizontal expansions 
implemented by Government in four 
districts under the lean season 
response

RESPONSE

DRM 
CYCLE
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Moving towards a shock-
sensitive social protection 
system 

UNICEF and WFP will continue to support 
the Government of Malawi in its efforts to 
gradually build a better and more shock-
sensitive social protection system. This 
support will help improve social protection 
programmes and increase their ability to 
support crisis mitigation and response. 

17Shock-Sensitive Social Protection in Malawi

WHAT CAN BE 
DONE TO FURTHER 
ADVANCE SHOCK 
SENSITIVE SOCIAL 
PROTECTION IN 
MALAWI?

3
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rates, recurrent seasonal food insecurity 
and other shocks have repeatedly affected 
Malawi.

A critical first step is to improve the quality 
and coverage of regular social protection 
programmes. Particularly considering that 
underlying vulnerability and high ultrapoverty
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IMAGE 4
MALAWI ULTRA-POVERTY RATES, CHRONIC FOOD 
INSECURITY AND REPEATED SHOCKS
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and using the same needs assessments 
(e.g. IPC) to avoid duplication of assistance. 
The social protection system would only be 
leveraged to provide emergency assistance 
where it does not place an undue burden 
on core structures (i.e. affecting regular 
programming) and where it could be 
considered as ‘fit for purpose’, ensuring 
timely assistance to vulnerable populations.

In addition, mirroring the progress made 
on cash plus and resilience building 
activities linked to regular social protection 
programming, shock-responses can 
increasingly integrate cash plus activities 

As depicted in Image 5, over time, a focus 
on improved regular assistance in line with 
needs and risks along the lifecycle would help 
to build resilience and reduce the severity 
of recurrent and/or extraordinary emergency 
responses. This includes adjustments to 
programmes to reduce exposure to risk.

Subsequently, nationwide emergencies 
(lean season or extraordinary events) can 
increasingly be channelled through the 
social protection system, where appropriate. 
These efforts would be coordinated by the 
Government’s humanitarian structure, in 
close collaboration with MoEPDPSR (PRSP) 

A
d

eq
u

ac
y 

(M
W

K
)

Coverage (% of Malawi population)

10%

2021

20.5%
Coverage
of SCTP

MWK 35,000 
minimum 

wage

Ultra-poverty
line

SCTP PWP

SMP

A
d

eq
u

ac
y 

(M
W

K
)

Coverage (% of Malawi population)

10%

2030

20.5% 50%
Coverage
of SCTP

MWK 35,000 
minimum 

wage

Ultra-poverty
line

SCTP

SCTP1 PWP1

SMP1SMP

PWP

IMAGE 5
A DEPICTION OF HOW THE SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEM CAN GRADUALLY GROW 
TO BETTER ADDRESS NEEDS   

This diagram reflects the increased provision of social assistance programmes (SCTP, PWP, SMP), reaching 
more people under the ultra-poverty line (the food poverty line), with enough support, in a way that 
comprehensively addresses their needs.
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systems, such as the UBR and programme 
management information systems. Cash plus 
initiatives targeting SSSP beneficiaries will 
clearly outline the role of social protection - 
including systems and conditionality - for each 
stage of the disaster risk management cycle 
(i.e. preparedness, early action, response, 
and recovery of extraordinary shocks).

tailored to household capacities. Like in 
regular programming cash plus initiatives, 
these SSSP activities would be aimed at 
building household resilience, improving 
household productive capacities, and 
reducing future needs. A key component of 
this includes coordination with existing cash 
plus, resilience and graduation initiatives as 
well as promoting the use of social protection 

IMAGE 6
THE NATIONAL SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEM GRADUALLY INCREASES ITS ABILITY 
TO MEET TEMPORARY NEEDS  
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This diagram reflects an increase in the support provided by social assistance programmes (SCTP, PWP and 
SMP) throughout the year, which would address underlying needs and to mitigate the annually reoccurring food 
insecurity over the lean season period. In the most affected districts, heightened needs would be addressed via 
an increasingly strong social protection system.
 
Annually-occurring events offer an immediate opportunity to advance shock-sensitive social protection in 
Malawi. Whilst social protection has been increasingly used to respond to less frequent shocks (e.g. Cyclone 
Idai, COVID-19 Cash Response), need exists to assess the role of social protection across the DRM cycle in 
collaboration with the departments mandated to lead the shock-response.  
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This work would require a strong emphasis 
on strengthening and building flexibility into 
the social protection system so that services 
can be continued and/or expanded as part of 

an emergency response. Where appropriate, 
emergency responses should strengthen 
and inform social protection systems and its 
preparedness to respond to future shocks. 

Based on our strengths, how can UNICEF 
and WFP best support shock-sensitive social 
protection in Malawi?

UNICEF and WFP stand ready to contribute 
to strengthening the building blocks of SSSP, 
both from a systems perspective, as well 
as programmatically. When advancing SSSP 
from a programmatic lens, UNICEF will 
offer its support predominantly to MNSSP II 
structures and programmes, with a focus on 
the Social Cash Transfer Programme (SCTP) 
and its shock-sensitive aspects, whilst WFP 
will offer its support predominantly on the 
School Meals Programme (SMP) and Public 
Works Programme, with punctual support 

to SCTP as it pertains to linkages with the 
emergency and DRM sectors.

UNICEF and WFP stand committed to 
work across social protection, disaster risk 
reduction and humanitarian departments to 
provide tailored support to advance SSSP 
in Malawi. This work will continue being 
underpinned by annual joint workplans 
to maximise complementarities, and 
effectiveness of support, offering the 
following technical support:

A detailed operational 
vision for SSSP

Clear SOPs on the 
role of programmes/ 
systems along the 
DRM cycle

Mainstreaming SSSP 
in policy and strategy 
development

Clarified coordination 
mechanisms for SSSP

Role of different 
departments

Support to districts

A resource 
mobilisation strategy 
for SSSP

Increased coverage/ 
adequacy in 
shock-prone areas

Forecast-based 
financing

Contingency financing

Adequate staff at 
national and district 
levels

Staff allocations

Expertise on SSSP

Including: Including:Including:Including:

1) Technical support for a strong Government-led SSSP architecture, advancing the 
ambitions set out in the MNSSP II and the NRS:
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2) Robust evidence to support the national social protection programmes – the Social 
Cash Transfer Programme, the Public Works Programme, and the School Meals 
Programme – to become increasingly shock-sensitive, in order to ensure that:

The right people are 
targeted

Where to 
geographically 
prioritise programmes 
based on risks/needs

Further refine 
household targeting, 
considerate of system 
capacities and a 
lifecycle approach

Ensuring children, 
adolescents and 
vulnerable groups are 
included

With enough support

Coherent calculation 
of transfers, including 
essential needs and 
how these are related 
to top-ups

Options for 
maintaining 
purchasing power

And in a way that 
comprehensively 
addresses their needs 
and builds resilience

Including cash plus and 
linkages for:

Agriculture and natural 
resource management

Climate change

Nutrition

WASH and health

Education

Child protection

Inclusive financial and 
risk-transfer services

Gender empowerment

Including:Including:
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3) Technical support for robust systems and effective tools that enable the timely 
provision of assistance to vulnerable households.

Forecasts and analysis

Vulnerable tools and 
assessments

Rapid assessments 
post-shock on impact 
to the functionality of 
the system

Map rooms

Triggers linked to
anticipatory action 
designs and insurance 
models

Financial analyses and 
advocacy for increased 
and sustainable 
financing of SSSP

Social registries and 
data systems

Digitalization

Dynamic/up-to-date 
data

Key systems´ 
interoperability

Accessible by districts

Flexibility to changing 
programme design - 
i.e. top-ups

Ability to inform 
programming - i.e. 
M&E

Delivery mechanisms

Harmonised 
E-payments

Linkages to the 
National ID

Bolstered markets to 
ensure the viability of 
cash

Continuity of services 
during shocks

Beneficiary 
engagement

Communications

Social accountability

Grievance redress / 
complaints and 
feedback mechanisms 
able to respond to 
new caseloads (e.g. 
CUCI call centre)

Including: Including: Including: Including:

4) Providing complementary implementation capacity to ensure that no one is left 
behind, addressing gaps in national coverage and testing new approaches to inform 
national policies.

Lean season response

Including:

Expanding and/or 
leveraging the social 
protection system to 
reach unmet needs, 
including children and 
disadvantaged groups

School feeding

Including:

Advancing home 
grown school feeding 
models

Take-home rations

Integrated resilience

Including:

Linkages to social 
services

Graduation pathways

Innovation & evidence

Including:

Operational trials

Impact evaluations

Independent studies
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are committed to jointly explore these 
matters to inform evidence-based programme 
design and operations, in support of the 
Government´s SSSP agenda. 

In some cases lack of hard evidence prevents 
both agencies from laying out clearly defined 
and shared operational solutions to key areas 
of SSSP. In the coming years both agencies 

What evidence is needed to find more common 
ground to advance shock-sensitive social 
protection in Malawi? 

Key areas include:

• What is the most effective way of 
addressing inter-year price fluctuations 
and seasonal vulnerabilities?

• How can MNSSP II programmes (SCTP, 
PWP, SMP) be refined to address the 
needs and risks of different groups in a 
more coherent manner in support of a 
comprehensive social protection system? 

• What does anticipatory action/early 
action look like in Malawi for social 
protection and how does it relate to the 
broader emergency response? What 
about insurance models and blended 
financing mechanisms? How to effectively 
coordinate support on these areas?

• How can interventions help households 
that have been targeted using an SSSP 
approach recover, in a way that is 
coherent with regular programming?

• How can this additional support be 
provided in coordination with - often 
dispersed - existing resilience building 
initiatives on the ground?

• What are the pros and cons of an 
automatic trigger system for SSSP? What 
is its purpose (i.e. response options based 
on needs/release of contingency funds)?

• If cash is not viable in some areas, what 
measures should be taken (and by whom) 
to boost market functionality in those 
geographical areas to roll-out a single 
cash-based response?

• If cash is not viable in areas where a 
considerable proportion of the affected 
population is located, what should be 
the role of the social protection system 
(e.g. providing information on households 
in the affected areas using the social 
registry)?

• How do we ensure that the design of 
regular programmes is tweaked to better 
respond to needs and risks throughout 
the year? 
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