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Welcome to the webinar



This joint effort is inspired by colleagues and 
organisations working to disseminate and discuss 
the most recent content on social protection 
responses to COVID-19. 

The initiative has three major components:

1. a weekly special edition of a dedicated newsletter, 
featuring a compilation of relevant information from all 
over the world on social protection initiatives dealing 
with COVID-19, 

2. weekly webinars to foster discussions and exchanges,
3. an Online Community to systematise the information 

gathered on the topic and foster discussion.

Social protection responses to #COVID19
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#SPcovid19   #COVID19   #SPresponses

https://socialprotection.org/connect/communities/social-protection-responses-covid-19-task-force/3-clipping-social-protection
https://socialprotection.org/connect/communities/social-protection-responses-covid-19-task-force/2-webinar-series-social
https://socialprotection.org/connect/communities/social-protection-responses-covid-19-task-force
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Share your questions to the speakers!

#SPorgWebinar

#SPcovid19 

#COVID19 

#SPresponses

type them in the chat bar

Also, interact with us on Twitter (@SP_Gateway):

How can social protection systems respond to the COVID-19 crisis?



Presenter

Valentina Barca

Independent Consultant

@ValentinaBarca_

Valentina Barca is an independent consultant with a focus on how delivery systems (e.g. design 

and implementation aspects) can facilitate the responsiveness, inclusiveness and effectiveness of

social protection systems. In recent years she has worked extensively on integrated information 

systems, digital identity, shock responsiveness, voice and accountability mechanisms, and 

rigorous user-focused M&E systems. Her work applied to the field of social protection and 

included research, policy design, implementation and capacity building work in Asia, Africa and 

Latin America, across over 15 countries. 
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Michael Samson

Economic Policy Research Institute (EPRI)

Dr. Michael Samson is the Research Director of the Economic Policy Research Institute (EPRI), a global 

research institute based in Cape Town, South Africa. He has 35 years of experience working in social 

protection, and specialises in designing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating social protection 

strategies, systems, and programmes; and his experience in these areas includes work in 47 countries 

in Africa, Latin America, Asia and the Pacific as well as many related books,  journal articles and other 

publications.  He co-authored an evidence review for UNICEF on social protection’s potential as a 

response to the HIV and AIDS pandemic, wrote the OECD’s policy guidance on social protection, and 

contributed to EPRI’s work on the West African Ebola epidemic. Michael holds a Ph.D. in Economics 

from Stanford University.
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Christoph Strupat

German Development Institute (DIE)

@CStrupat

Senior researcher in the Programme of "Sustainable Economic and Social Development" at the 

German Development Institute (DIE). Dr. Christoph Strupat works in the areas of social protection, 

health and applied economics. He conducts several projects across Africa and Asia that study the 

design features and impacts of social protection and health insurance schemes. Furthermore, he is a 

regular adviser of the German Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) on social 

protection and health. Before joining the DIE, he worked as a health economist at the University of 

Duisburg-Essen, where he coordinated and conducted a research project of the German Research 

Foundation (DFG) on the economic and social impacts of the Spanish Flu pandemic. Christoph holds a 

PhD in Economics from the Ruhr Graduate School in Economics and the Ruhr-University Bochum. His 

research findings have been published in leading journals, including World Development and Health 

Economics.
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Moderator

Lisa Hannigan

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), Government of Australia

Social protection is a core part of Lisa’s work which includes providing support to 

DFAT country programs, building capacity in social protection, facilitating South 

South events in areas where countries would most benefit in learning from each 

other’s experiences, and contributing to the social protection literature in under-

researched areas. Lisa has been working on social protection for many years, 

including in Indonesia from 2009-2012.



A conceptual framework based on Shock 
Responsive Social Protection systems work to 
date

How can Social 
Protection Systems 
respond to the 
Covid-19 crisis?

07.04.2020 Developed by Valentina Barca, Rodolfo Beazley and Fabio Veras Soares



THE CONTEXT



Flattening the 
‘medical’ curve has 
economic and social 
consequences for us 
all – steepening the 
recession curve (and 
long-term economic 
costs).

Need to “ACT FAST 
AND DO WHATEVER 
IT TAKES”

Why does social protection have a role to play in response to COVID-19?

Source: Gourinchas, 2020 “Flattening the Pandemic and Recession Curve, ECONFIP Policy 
Brief #23 here
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• Illness/death

• Risk of 
contagion: 
social distancing  
and lock-downs 

• Income loss/ reduction

• Job insecurity/ loss

• Food insecurity

• Negative coping 
mechanisms…

• Etc.

WHO AFFECTED? 
Affects different segments of the 
population very differently, e.g. 
depending on:

• Age

• Employment sector

• Employment type (formal, 
informal; self employed vs 
wage etc.)

• Multidimensional poverty

• Rural/urban

• Etc.

UNPRECEDENTED SPEED

Not necessarily‘routine’ SP 
recipients…

Consequences 
on SP delivery 
too



THE potential 
role of social 
protection



social protection could play a role…

Social Insurance -
Contributory

Social Assistance - Non-Contributory
Labour market 

polices/interventions 

Social care 
services

• Day care 
services

• Foster care
• Basic and 

specialised 
social care

• Domestic 
Violence victim 
care

• Residence care 
services (PWD, 
elderly)

• Homeless shelter
• Etc.

• Unemployment 
benefits

• Sickness/injury 
leave and pay

• Pensions (old 
age, survivors, 
disability)

• Severance 
payments (if 
contributory)

• Health insurance
• Maternity leave
• Child/family 

benefits
• Etc

Cash transfers
• Poverty targeted cash 

transfers
• Old age and disability 

pensions/grants
• Family and child allowances
• Housing/utility allowance
• Public works/workfare
• Cash for emergency
• Etc.

In-kind transfers
• School feeding
• Food  stamps and vouchers
• Food distribution programmes
• Nutritional programmes
• Fee waivers (e.g. edu.; health)
• Food for work/emergency
• Etc.

…UNIVERSAL HEALTH COVERAGE (not just linked to labour)

SOCIAL PROTECTION COMPONENTS AND INSTRUMENTS 
(Note: it is not an exhaustive list of instruments)

• Employment 
incentives (e.g. tax 
and social security 
exemption; credit to 
finance wage bill) 

• Wage subsidies
• Labour 

intermediation
• Training
• Unemployment 

benefits/severance 
payments

• Etc.

Source: CODI, TRANSFORM



Informal sector
Formal sector

e.g. Poverty 
targeted 

programmes, 
Public works 

,food for work, 
etc.

Social 
insurance

Social 
assistance

LM 
policies

e.g. 
Unemployment 

benefits,
Pensions,

Sick / injury 
pay

YET in many L-MICs, SP systems are usually fragmented and don’t give adequate 
protection to all risks and to all population

poorer better-off

Ideally, ‘universal’ coverage, across programmes

‘MISSING MIDDLE’

School feeding

Social care services

Some categorical cash transfers

e.g. Employment 
incentives,

Wage subsidies,
Labour intermediation

Training



What is shock-responsive social protection?
….how social protection programmes, systems and capacity can be 
leveraged, adapted and used for responding to covariate risks/shocks –
ideally in advance

COVID-19 as very 

extreme example



Two key features of shock-responsive social protection systems:

Can they withstand the shock to 
maintain routine delivery (not 

collapse)? 

This will require some changes to 
routine design & implementation.

Can they flex to cover changed 
context and needs? 

I.e. via existing programmes or new 
programmes that build on existing 
systems (via SP or other sectors).

1. 2.

System / programme
‘resilience’

System / programme
‘adaptation’



Framing the issue visually – whether idiosyncratic or covariate...

2. Adaptation

Source: Adapted from BMZ 2018, ILO USP, UNICEF 2019

Extend to 
those not 
covered

Population: 
Who is covered?

Increase 
financial 
protection

Include 
other 

services

Services: 
which risks are covered?

Financial protection: 
how adequately are 
risks covered?

Adequacy

Comprehensiveness

Coverage

Routine 
Social Protection

1. Resilience



‘Resilience’

‘Adaptation’

‘e.g. Safety measures, exceptional 
financing, surge capacity, change in 
legislation…etc.

Adequacy
e.g. Higher amounts, early 
payments/waived waiting, longer period

Coverage
e.g. Easier access, relaxed eligibility, 
extending to non-standard workers

Comprehensiveness
e.g. Layering other measures or 
instituting measures where missing

Some examples already in-act for 
COVID 19:

• Paid sick leave
• Unemployment benefits
• Employment-retention
• Wage subsidies
• Pensions

• Waivers/ subsidies / deferral of social security 
contributions, rents, loans, financial obligations

• Tax deferral/relief
• Low/no interest Credit
• Childcare support for workers and other one-off 

measures
• Etc.

Social Insurance -
Contributory

Social Assistance - Non-Contributory
Labour market 

polices/interventions 

SOCIAL PROTECTION COMPONENTS AND INSTRUMENTS 

+



Some examples already in-act 
for COVID 19:

• Poverty targeted cash transfers

• Old age/disability social 

• Social pensions/grants

• Family and child allowances

• Public works/workfare

• In-kind 
transfers/stamps/vouchers

• School feeding

• Etc, etc….

Social Insurance -
Contributory

Social Assistance - Non-Contributory
Labour market 

polices/interventions 

SOCIAL PROTECTION COMPONENTS AND INSTRUMENTS 

‘Resilience’

‘Adaptation’
Adequacy

Coverage

Comprehensiveness



ZOOMING OUT       Social Assistance - Non-Contributory

‘Resilience’

‘Adaptation’

Adequacy

Coverage

Comprehensiveness

e.g. Safety measures, exceptional financing, 
surge capacity, change of modality, 
waiving/changed role of conditionality, etc.

e.g. School feeding 
in countries across 
Latin America, etc

e.g. Public works, 
waiving requirement to 
work (e.g. India, Etiopia)

e.g. Higher amounts, early 
payments/waived waiting, 
longer period

e.g. Layering other measures – such as 
granting health insurance, psychosocial 
support etc.

e.g. Australia 26% pop., 
Argentina (20%), 
Malaysia, Indonesia, New 
Zealand etc.

EXISTING PROGRAMME: Easier/strengthened 
access on-demand, relaxed eligibility, changed 
requirements, using existing data, anticipating 
future targets….

NEW PROGRAMME (led by SP or other sector), 
leveraging systems where possible e.g. Peru, 
Bolivia, USA, Thailand etc



MAKING A 
DECISION



Other self-employed

What about contract-end for precarious short-term contracts? 
Reduction of working hours and zero hour contracts? Business 
going bankrupt? Etc.

What is the size 
of each section in 
a country?

How is each 
covered already 
by SP?

What are the 
implications of the 
composition of the 
workforce for social 
protection policy 
options to face the 
shock?

Short – and medium 
term?

A.     impacts on different population groups and 
current "protection"  (1. WORK)

Formal sector employees

Public 

sectorInformal and 

irregular workers

Smallholder Farmers



.... (2. all other)

young

female

urban

old

male

rural

ETC.

What is the size 
of each section in 
a country?

How is each 
covered already 
by SP?

What are the 
implications of the 
composition of 
affected population 
for social protection 
policy options to 
face the shock?

Short – and 
medium term?



B.      Strength of existing systems, to build on those

Policy

Programme (design)

Administration

How to 
quickly 
register, 
enrol 
and pay? 



Cash 
Transfer / 

Public 
Works, etc

Social 
pension

Universal
Transfers

Social 
insurance

Tax & rev. 
databases

Social reg. 
& others

On demand 
registration

SP Beneficiaries SP Non- Beneficiaries

Menu of options for leveraging social protection in response to Covid-19: building on 
what is already in place

Payment mechanisms in place 
(Strong? Flexible?)

• Leveraging fairly up-to-date 
data (depends);  often socio-
economic data.

• Simple criteria.

• May need revalidation, gap-
filling and/or ‘enrolment' to 
enable payments

• Bank account details or other means enable direct 
transfers

• Without direct transfer methods, a new payment 
mechanism needs to be designedI N F O R M A L  S E C T O R  +  O T H E R S F O R M A L  S E C T O R

Outreach, registration, enrolment already completed

…

• Innovative 
approaches: online 
registration, using 
other data sources, 
call centres, etc. 

• Simplified 
documentation 
and criteria

• Tax relief



EXAMPLE STRATEGIES

SOCIAL PROTECTION 
NON-BENEFICIARIES

SOCIAL PROTECTION 
BENEFICIARIES

• Increase value, amount or duration of 
transfers

• Bring payments forward 

• Suspend conditionalities / work 
requirements

• Link beneficiaries with other 
programmes

• Expand via existing 
programmes

• Expand via new programmes 
leveraging existing systems 
and capacity, led by SP or 
other sectors



● Timeliness and simplicity vs 
‘accuracy’. GOOD ENOUGH.

● Building on what is already in 
place – & not collapsing

● Coherence across all 
components to comprehensively 
address needs - UNIVERSALITY

● Coordination: not everything 
has to be channeled/led through 
SP + last mile handholding)

C.      Focus on outcomes – key issues will include

HUMANITARIAN!
CIVIL SOCIETY!

● Act short-term, think medium-long term



THANK YOU



Resources
COVID related

• Ongoing tracking of COVID responses via SP World Bank/Ugo Gentilini’s

weekly updated paper downloadable here

• ILO’s overarching framing here and Asia-Pacific mapping to date here

• OECD summary policy brief (with a social insurance focus primarily) here

and mapping excel here

• SP.org summary excel, newsletter, and online community

• IMF tracking here (fiscal, monetary and exchange rate/balance of payments)

• Helpage excel here (social and statutory pensions) plus guidelines on 

delivering pensions under COVID here

• CaLP’s go-to page on resources etc

Shock Responsive Social Protection

• (2020) TRANSFORM forthcoming Curriculum on SRSP – out soon

• (2019) The UNICEF Guidance on SRSP – see in particular Chapter 3, Annex 1, and Annex 5 

(links to ALL relevant literature) 

• (2019) The SPAN Guidance on SP across the development humanitarian nexus + 

Operational notes also available 

• (2019) Synthesis report from Latin America work on SRSP 

• (2019) Unbundled : A Framework for Connecting Safety Nets and Humanitarian Assistance 

in Refugee Settings 

• (2018) DFID & OPM SRSP toolkit and Synthesis report

https://socialprotection.org/how-can-social-protection-

systems-respond-covid-19-crisis

http://www.ugogentilini.net/?p=817
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/briefingnote/wcms_738753.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_739587.pdf
https://oecd.dam-broadcast.com/pm_7379_119_119686-962r78x4do.pdf
https://t.co/Bf9dbME459?amp=1
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1DorbaoYBoqO3YtXJl4KHoCHkl6f9h0svjcO-f3lx-04/edit#gid=1900891937
https://t.co/C3RphXWg4q?amp=1
https://socialprotection.org/social-protection-responses-covid-19-task-force
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19
https://t.co/dcoYFsuZbk?amp=1
https://www.socialprotection.org/discover/publications/how-administer-pension-payments-during-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.unicef.org/media/63846/file
https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/sp-nexus/documents/span-2019-summary-reference-document-social-protection-across-humanitarian-development
https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/a1537-shock-responsive-social-protection-latin-america-caribbean/summary-of-key-findings-and-policy-recommendations.pdf?noredirect=1
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/970701569569181651/Unbundled-A-Framework-for-Connecting-Safety-Nets-and-Humanitarian-Assistance-in-Refugee-Settings
https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/a0408-shock-responsive-social-protection-systems/srsp-toolkit.pdf?noredirect=1
https://www.opml.co.uk/files/Publications/a0408-shock-responsive-social-protection-systems/srsp-synthesis-report.pdf?noredirect=1
https://socialprotection.org/how-can-social-protection-systems-respond-covid-19-crisis


The Coronavirus Triple Threat and        
How Social Protection Can Contribute to a 

More Comprehensive Pandemic 
Response

Michael Samson
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Overview

• What is the coronavirus triple threat? (2 minutes)

• What is the mainline policy response? (1 minute)

• Can lessons from prior pandemics and crises inform a 
more comprehensive approach? (1 minute)

• Why country context matters (1 minute)

• How can social protection contribute to a 

comprehensive response (14 minutes)

• Conclusions (1 minutes)



• Direct exogenous shock(s): condition(s) or event(s) 
resulting directly from a crisis in the absence of       
mitigation {e.g. drought destroys crops and livestock}

• Indirect exogenous shock(s): condition(s) or event(s) 
resulting indirectly from a crisis in the absence of    
mitigation  {e.g. lost livelihoods create hunger}

• Indirect endogenous shock(s): condition(s) or event(s) 
resulting indirectly from responses to a crisis or the 
resulting consequences  {e.g. shock-responsive cash 
transfers improve food insecurity but create inflation) 

Crises typically involve up to three types of interacting shocks:

Determine
s cost of 
inaction

Predict 
and

evaluate 
benefits 
and costs 
to 
identify 
best 
policy 
response

Caution: What is defined as direct and indirect as well as exogenous and endogenous depends 
on how the analytical model is framed.

SOURCE: Samson (2020d)



The 
coronavirus 

triple 
threat 

involves all 
three:

• Direct exogenous shock(s): Global 
public health shock of  unprecedented 
impact in our lifetimes

• Indirect exogenous shock(s): Severe 
social, economic and other 
consequences result from the 
epidemiological shock (greatest focus 
now on the economic impacts)

• Indirect endogenous shock(s): The 
policy (and other) responses accelerate 
and intensify the social, economic and 
other impacts  

Rarely if ever before have the indirect 
endogenous shocks—the policy responses 
in particular—contributed so much to the 
impact of the crisis (this defines the 
“coronavirus triple threat”)



Time Since First Case

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

C
a
se

s

Number of sick people if we don’t take steps to 

slow the spread 

Healthcare System Capacity

Coronavirus Flattening the Curve COVID-

19

time

infection
s

Initial health care system 
capacity

Immediate mainline pandemic response: 
(increase health system capacity and flatten the pandemic curve)

Augmented health care system capacity



This approach may work for relatively well-resourced countries, 
but other countries may require a more contextual response

• Health care often less universally accessible in many developing 
countries 

• Savings and inventories are more limited for most people in 
developing countries, impeding meeting basic needs during a 
protracted economic shutdown 

• Existing policy analysis focuses primarily on two dimensions 
(epidemiological and economic) but the more complex 
relationships matter more when resources are severely constrained

• Comprehensive social protection systems in developing countries 
increasingly works to integrate multiple sectors—not only social 
assistance, social insurance and labour markets but also human 
capital, social care and a broader approach to livelihoods

•



Many countries have widely adopted social protection policy responses to the pandemic.
Major social protection response gaps exist, particularly in Africa (but also other regions).

(Countries with planned/ongoing social protection responses to COVID-19 as of 20 Mar 2020) 

SOURCE: Gentilini, Almenfi and Orton (20 March 2020)



COVID-19 is accelerating in Africa



SOURCE: Gentilini, Almenfi and Orton (3 April 2020)

But the policy responses in Africa are not keeping up—
(Countries with planned/ongoing social protection responses to COVID-19 as of 3 April 2020) 



Immediate 
Mainline 
Response

• Strengthen the 
public health care 
system including 
communications

• Social distancing, 
including stay-at-
home orders and 
economic shutdown

In the short term, 
Core Social 
Protection 

Interventions

• Ensure universal 
access to the health 
care system

• Provision-oriented 
social protection 
benefits

• Labour market 
interventions to 
ensure continuity

In the medium 
term, 

Comprehensive 
Social Protection 

Interventions

• Adaptive livelihoods 
initiatives  

• Disruption-resilient 
human capital 
interventions

• Communications, 
behavioural change 
and adaptive social 
norms initiatives

Essential core social protection interventions must accompany the mainline pandemic response 
measures, followed by more comprehensive inter-sectoral initiatives. 



Social protection and the health response

• Pre-emptive social health interventions (including appropriate preventive 
measures) complemented by immediate supply-side investments can mitigate the 
epidemiological shock.  

• Taiwan mounted an effective supply-side response to complement the nation’s 
universal health coverage: the government established a command center, the 
National Health Command Center to better coordinate different agencies, moved 
to ramp up domestic facemask production, rolled out island-wide testing for the 
coronavirus—including case management and re-testing people who had 
previously unexplained pneumonia, and cracked down on disinformation about 
the virus. 

• The main social protection intervention is universal health provision.  Eliminating 
user fees and eradicating bottlenecks to access, while improving access.  
Countries around the world are re-allocating and increasing health sector 
budgets.  This might take the form of insurance subsidies—e.g. Indonesia 
contributing IDR 3 Trillion to the national health insurance scheme as 
contributions for 30 million non-salaried workers, insurance premium reductions 
in S. Korea for low-income households, Thailand covers all COVID-related costs



Social protection’s provision function

• Provision-oriented measures (including cash transfers) must moderate the 
livelihoods shocks created by the economic crisis and support the effective 
functioning of vital markets.

• This has been the main response of governments globally—both in terms 
of unconditional cash transfers and formal labour market initiatives.

• Many countries are scaling up existing cash transfer programmes, and this 
often offers the most rapid livelihoods response—and often an efficient 
and effective one.  South Africa faces this opportunity with the Child 
Support Grant, but hesitates to act in the face of the financial implications.

• Brazil’s Bolsa Familia adds over a million new beneficiaries, and Indonesia’s 
PKH aims for a similar increase this month

• Philippines 4Ps waives all conditionalities



SOURCE: NIDS 2017 (Bassier et al. 2020)

Increasing the CSG benefit level would reach more than 80% of 
South Africa’s most vulnerable households



How can governments make social protection’s provision 

function work better to tackle this pandemic?

• What do we do when our programs don’t cover all of the affected 
people? 

– The initial response will not be perfect—if  in doubt, listen to 
Voltaire: “The best is the enemy of the good.”  Evidence suggests 
benefits are often redistributed across households to correct 
targeting errors and improve equity.  Multiplier effects will also help 
benefit the households initially excluded.  Monitor^3

– While scaling up existing programmes quickly, identify options to 
expand horizontally—for example, by relaxing eligibility criteria and 
delaying exit from the programmes

– Adapt: convert school meals to take-home rations (many countries) 
or cash transfers (Bolivia’s new Bono Familia) 



How can governments make social protection’s provision 

function work better to tackle this pandemic?

• How to register people quickly?

– Use existing registration systems and adapt them as necessary—
Cook Islands eliminated the application process

– Move households from waiting lists to receipt (e.g. Sri Lanka’s 
Samurdhi)

– Adopt other systems as appropriate: for example, use a public 
works payroll system to provide unconditional cash transfers to 
vulnerable and now displaced workers (happening in Uttar Pradesh; 
in discussion in South Africa)

• How can we leverage existing delivery systems even if they are weak?

– More universal approaches sidestep the weaknesses in existing 
delivery systems

– Proxy recipients for those who are ill or unable to receive benefits 
(monitor)



How can governments manage the resulting expectations?

• What do we do about raising people’s expectations of ongoing larger transfers?

– Be honest and transparent, but recognise there is uncertainty

– Expectations of economic downturns will reinforce economic contraction—while 
positive expectations will reinforce the economic stimulus and strengthen 
economic recovery.  Do not inordinately dampen positive expectations.

– People tend to develop rational expectations, or at least err towards caution.

• What do we do when we have to wind back systems after a social protection 
expansion when people are still very vulnerable and this may cause instability?

– It’s difficult to anticipate how these interventions will evolve after the crisis.

– Many social protection programs started as temporary schemes and evolved—
for the good—into permanent systems.

– Creating unnecessary pessimism now will undermine the potential of the 
systems to strengthen economic recovery.



Immediate 
Mainline 
Response

• Strengthen the 
public health care 
system including 
communications

• Social distancing, 
including stay-at-
home orders and 
economic shutdown

In the short term, 
Core Social 
Protection 

Interventions

• Ensure universal 
access to the health 
care system

• Provision-oriented 
social protection 
benefits

• Labour market 
interventions to 
ensure continuity

In the medium 
term, 

Comprehensive 
Social Protection 

Interventions

• Adaptive livelihoods 
initiatives  

• Disruption-resilient 
human capital 
interventions

• Communications, 
behavioural change 
and adaptive social 
norms initiatives

Core social protection interventions create a two-way street, required by the mainline 
response for equity but in turn reinforcing the effectiveness of this response. 



Social protection and adaptive livelihoods

• Most livelihoods interventions in response to the pandemic focus on the formal
labour market, but informal labor markets dominate livelihoods in developing 
countries

• Continued supply chain and network disruption will challenge the existing approach to 
supporting labour markets – demand stimulus only works with adequate supply.  The 
new seclusion society supports work-from-home fairly well for many in developed 
countries—but will require greater adaptive responses in developing countries.

• Adaptive livelihoods are important now in developing countries (and may become 
more important over time around the world)

• How can existing adaptive livelihoods approaches in developing countries scale up to 
address this crisis?  (How can they inform a global response?)

• South Africa integrated home-based care into its public works programme to tackle 
the HIV and AIDS pandemic

• Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone are reactivating contact tracing teams used to tackle 
the Ebola crisis in 2014/15. (USA State of MA has similar plans.)

• A range of “social protection plus” initiatives in many developing countries incorporate 
home-based economic activities into livelihoods strategies



Social protection and disruption-resilient human capital

• Over 1.3 billion children are now out of school because of the crisis — and that number 
is growing—creating a persistent human capital shock today that might be 
compounded if many children fail to return to school when the crisis ends 

• This is not just an education shock– many children depend on school meals for their 
most (and sometimes only) nutritious meal of the day 

• Crises can affect children with long-lasting consequences, including psycho-social 
impacts.

• How can governments, communities and households support child development and 
human capital activities that are resilient to this disruption?

• Sierra Leone, during the worst of the Ebola crisis in 2014-15, implemented a schooling 
programme by radio:   the program was an imperfect substitute for schools, but was 
taken seriously by the government and the communities, providing children with a link 
to education during the crisis. [World Bank] More needs to be done for full recovery—
from psychosocial support to the special needs of survivors, orphans, and other 
vulnerable children.

• Liberia adopted a similar approach but also included home education kits.

• Focus on equity:  the poorest are most vulnerable to human capital disruption, and 
well-intended but flawed designs can exacerbate inequality



Social protection and communications

• A major area of comprehensive social protection involves communications 
for development—and in many countries globally, communications are 
failing

• Trust in authorities is a vital resource for tackling a pandemic.

• Taiwan provides an exemplar model: in addition to daily press briefings by 
the minister of health and welfare the CECC, the vice president of Taiwan, 
a prominent epidemiologist, gave regular public service announcements 
broadcast from the office of the president and made available via the 
internet. These announcements included when and where to wear a 
mask, the importance of handwashing, and the danger of hoarding masks 
to prevent them from becoming unavailable to frontline health workers.



Social protection and behavioural change

• Behavioural change is linked to communications and social norms

• Many comprehensive social protection programmes aim to achieve 
developmental impact by including behavioural change components

• Hand-washing and other aspects of water-and-sanitation investments 
complement existing social protection initiatives

• But supply-side investments must complement these efforts

• The crisis multiplies the social returns to these investments



Comprehensive social protection can contribute to changes  in 

social norms

• Over the past decade, programme designers have struggled to integrate 
social protection and inter-sectoral initiatives to improve gender equality 
and developmental outcomes due to counter-productive social norms—
which prove nearly impossible to change in the best of times

• Crises often provide powerful forces that work to change social norms

• One of the most confounding social norms—the tendency of stakeholders 
to work in siloes—may be one of the first to change: never before has 
working together—both nationally and globally—been more important  
(although governments competing against each other for vaccine 
companies and medical supplies may cast doubt on how immediate this 
cooperation will arise) 



All these components are inextricably inter-linked

• Over the past decade, programme designers have struggled to integrate 
social protection and inter-sectoral initiatives to improve gender equality 
and developmental outcomes due to counter-productive social norms—
which prove nearly impossible to change in the best of times

• Crises often provide powerful forces that work to change social norms

• Civil society can play a vital role.  In South Africa, over 100 economists—
including the country’s former Statistician-General—and many other 
academics and civil society leaders—signed an open letter to the 
government calling for a more comprehensive approach to the pandemic 
that focused on protecting the most vulnerable. 



Immediate 
Mainline 
Response

• Strengthen the 
public health care 
system including 
communications

• Social distancing, 
including stay-at-
home orders and 
economic shutdown

In the medium 
term, 

Comprehensive 
Social Protection 

Interventions

• Adaptive livelihoods 
initiatives  

• Disruption-resilient 
human capital 
interventions

• Communications, 
behavioural change 
and adaptive social 
norms initiatives

And more comprehensive approaches can also strengthen the 
effectiveness of the mainline pandemic response. 



What stands in the way of delivering a better response? 

• Attention gaps:  the urgency of the mainline pandemic response crowds 
out other dimensions, including comprehensive social protection 
initiatives

• Finance constraints: developing countries lack the same capacity to access 
trillions of dollars in deficit finance and monetary stimulus

• Political will: in spite of compelling global examples, policy-makers in some 
developing countries still are hesitant to do whatever it takes—and rating 
agencies continue to hold a conservative sway. 

• Evidence gaps: 

– Most models focus on the industrial economies, and draw on demand-side 
crises (Great Depression, 1996 financial crisis, Great Recession) rather than 
the recurrent supply-side crises afflicting developing countries  

– Models focus on the macro dimensions, but comprehensive social 
protection responses require household-focused micro-models that can 
assess



Conclusions

• Social protection interventions should not delay an appropriate mainline 
pandemic response

• Core social protection interventions should align as closely as possible with 
the schedule for the mainline responses, and both reduce social and 
economic costs as well as reinforce the effectiveness of the mainline 
responses.

• More comprehensive social protection responses can further reduce both 
short-term and long-term costs and better ensure overall coherence.

• Credible rapid-response evidence, including that from household-based 
micro-models, can inform a more integrated and comprehensive response 
that: 
– Overcomes resistance in finance ministries,
– Better enables intersectoral cooperation,
– Reduces the social and economic costs of the pandemic, and
– Improves the likelihood of success of all elements of the response.

• In the likely worst case-scenario, for which responses requires multiple years 
of successive phases, the first phase can lower long-term costs by tackling the 
emerging vulnerabilities of the new seclusion society
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