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Context
Governments in Asia and the Pacific, as in other regions
around the world, have turned to social protection
systems to respond to the economic consequences
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The crisis has made
clear that many people remain excluded from social
protection and has underscored the need to invest in
universal, comprehensive, sustainable, and resilient
social protection systems.
The unprecedented scale and speed of responses to the
pandemic have led to significant operating innovations,
especially in the use of digital technologies to identify
and register the recipients of social protection
programmes. Many countries in the region have relied
on innovations like extensive data exchange, use
of administrative records, and registration via web
portals and mobile phones (see Figure 1) to facilitate
application processes and increase enrolment.

The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), on behalf of the German
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and
Development (BMZ), and the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) jointly organised a workshop on 21-22
September 2021 to promote dialogue about the role
of digital mechanisms in social protection. The event
brought together policymakers and practitioners from
across the Asia and Pacific region to share pandemic
response experiences and to discuss how digital
solutions can be used in the future, especially for
identifying and registering recipients, to strengthen
universal social protection systems. This was one in
a series of three such workshops which explored the
same questions in different parts of the world (the
others were held in Africa and Latin America and the
Caribbean). This note, elaborated by GIZ, summarises
the key takeaways from the discussions.

Figure 1. Use of application and enrolment strategies for expanding social assistance coverage in Asia and the Pacific
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Note: A single measure can use multiple mechanisms. Data are available for coverage expansions only (new or existing programmes) and do not include
subsidies. Source: IPC-IG. 2021. Social Protection Responses to COVID-19 in the Global South: Online Dashboard. Data as of November 29, 2021.

Report from a regional workshop in Asia and the Pacific

1

What have we learned about identifying people
using existing data?
This panel was moderated by Shez Farooq, digital
social protection expert. He was joined by Dr Maliki,
Director of Poverty Alleviation and Community
Empowerment, Ministry of National Development
Planning (BAPPENAS), Government of Indonesia;
Wayne Belizar, Service Director, Finance and
Management Service, Department of Social Welfare
and Development, Government of the Philippines;
and Valentina Barca, Social Protection Expert and
Team Leader of the Social Protection Approaches
to COVID-19 (SPACE) Expert Advice Helpline.

Countries in Asia used the information contained in
existing registries and databases to swiftly identify,
register and enrol recipients into social protection
responses to COVID-19, even where these registries
and databases did not fully cover the affected
population. The Government of Indonesia drew upon
social registry data and collected new data when
introducing two new cash transfer programmes to
reach those affected by COVID-19. In the Philippines,
the government expanded existing information both
‘vertically’ (topping up benefits of already registered
families) and ‘horizontally’ (expanding the beneficiary
registry to bring in new people) to support 18
million families as part of the Social Amelioration
Programme (SAP). Some countries combined several
existing databases and then used a ‘targeting out’
approach. This was the case in Pakistan, where people
with certain characteristics (e.g. those who travelled
abroad) were removed from the applicant pool.
In general, vertical expansions were much easier
to implement than horizontal expansions. In the
Philippines, the government was able to reach 4.4
million families with the SAP within a few weeks
by automatically enrolling existing social assistance
beneficiaries. Reaching the next 13.6 million
families took much longer, however, as data had to
be gathered from other databases (e.g. the social
security system) or collected at the local level. Freshly
collected data needed to be corrected and cleaned
(i.e. to fix incorrectly recorded names and mobile
phone numbers) before they could be used, thereby
extending the time required for the enrolment
process.
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The experience of countries in Asia and the Pacific
highlighted several challenges in relation to the
quality of the data housed in existing information
systems. First, countries struggled to use existing
data for registration and enrolment as it was not
sufficiently current. This affected both data for
identification (e.g. contact details) and socioeconomic status. In Indonesia and the Philippines,
data in the social registry were last updated in 2015.
Second, the accuracy of the data in the registry was
an issue in some countries. For example, in Indonesia,
it was found that ID numbers were sometimes
incorrectly captured and that people had registered
themselves using their nicknames, rather than their
official names. This resulted in mismatches when
comparing databases against one another. Finally,
some databases were missing essential data for
targeting e.g. there were no data on disability status
in Indonesia.
In light of these experiences during the COVID-19
pandemic, the question arises: what should our
core information systems look like if we want to
make it easier to identify the most affected during
times of shock? First, the responses have shown
that information systems need to be set up in such
a way that they can be linked to other foundational
databases. For example, in the Philippines,
establishing linkages between the Listahanan social
registry and the national ID system would support
swift authentication of people who register for
social assistance. Second, countries need to think
about the shocks they typically face and make
sure to link existing databases to the relevant data
ecosystems (e.g. geoinformation). Systems also need
to be made more inclusive, for example, by linking to
disability registries and other databases that capture
information on vulnerabilities. Third, the data being
collected today should be relevant, and should enable
governments to target responses in the future. Steps
should be taken to improve the robustness of existing
data in terms of accuracy and operational capability
(e.g. bank information, so that payments can be made
quickly). Finally, there is substantial merit in further
exploring on-demand registration mechanisms and
approaches.

What have we learned about implementing
digital mass registration mechanisms?
This panel was moderated by Shez Farooq, digital
social protection expert. He was joined by Noor
Rehman, Director General of Benazir Income
Support Program, Government of Pakistan; H.E.
Theng Pagnathun, Director of General Planning,
Ministry of Planning, Royal Government of
Cambodia; and Peter Rigamoto, Head of Legal and
External Affairs for Digicel Pacific HUB Markets, Fiji.

The discussion during the previous panel highlighted
that, while social information systems provide a
relatively simple way to register and enrol individuals
and households, these databases often have
shortcomings. Governments needed to leverage other
strategies to identify individuals and households in
need of support, and to safely register them under
pandemic conditions.
Across the region, several countries implemented
on-demand approaches to registration:
•

•

•

In Pakistan the government launched an ondemand registration process which allowed
potential beneficiaries to register using a web
platform, SMS service or via local government.
Using the Computerised National Identity Card
(CNIC) as the backbone for verification, the
data collected was compared against a range of
databases that included data on socio-economic
status (e.g. poverty indicators) and eligibility
criteria (e.g. income, telephone bills).
In Cambodia the government implemented the
on-demand IDPoor mechanism (ODIDPoor) to
complement the existing IDPoor database. The
ODIDPoor allows people who have fallen into
poverty, including those affected by COVID-19,
to apply for support at the local level. The
commune council reviews all applications for
eligibility and then, using tablets, collects
additional household data which are then used
for enrolment.
The government of Fiji worked with mobile
money providers to register Fijians who lost their
jobs due to the sudden closure of the tourism
sector. A USSD (Unstructured Supplementary

Service Data) structure – a communications
service by mobile network operators – was
used to register people. To verify eligibility,
i.e. to determine whether someone was out of
work and/or whether their income was affected
during this period, registration information was
cross-checked against tax information and the
government pension fund.
•

In the social insurance sector in Indonesia,
informal workers have been able, since the
beginning of the pandemic, to register and claim
their social insurance benefits using a mobilebased app. The app matches membership
data with social registry data to identify social
assistance recipients, thereby integrating data
between contributory social insurance and noncontributory social assistance.

Prior investments in digital platforms greatly
enhanced the ability of governments to rapidly set
up on-demand registration mechanisms during
the pandemic. In Pakistan, a short code SMS that
had been developed to update the National SocioEconomic Registry was deployed for use during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Similarly, before COVID-19,
the Government of Cambodia had designed, but not
yet rolled out, ODIDPoor to register poor people
who were not identified during the regular updates
which occur every three years. In Fiji, the government
partnered with mobile money providers who had
existing capacity to implement mobile registration.
Another key enabler was the strength of existing
databases and linkages between them. In Pakistan,
there were many databases that could be drawn
upon to facilitate the validation process. Within
two weeks, the government was able to develop the
digital architecture to pass the CNIC number through
‘eligibility buckets’ – a system that facilitates the
selection process – thereby supporting the rapid
validation of applications.
The discussion highlighted the need to strengthen
on-demand systems to enable rapid registration and
data updates. These can take different forms and
should combine digital and traditional data collection
to address the needs of different populations. Ondemand registration mechanisms are crucial to
ensure that social assistance programmes address
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people’s changing needs. For example, in Fiji and
other Pacific Island countries that are susceptible to
natural disasters, it is repeatedly necessary to reach
people systematically in the context of humanitarian
responses. Fiji’s COVID-19 response can provide
a useful blueprint for developing mobile-based
registration platforms. In Pakistan, digital platforms
(e.g. the SMS short code for registration) are
already being integrated into routine cash transfer
programmes. However, this experience has shown
that on-demand registration needs to be coupled
with a robust grievance redress mechanism that is
available to non-beneficiaries for transparency and
equity.

What have we learned about the practicalities
of introducing and using ID cards/systems and
civil registration to support social protection?
This panel was moderated by Shez Farooq, digital
social protection expert. He was joined by Dr. Saurabh
Garg, Chief Executive Officer, Unique Identification
Authority of India (UIDAI), Government of India;
Emily Pagador, Philippines Statistics Authority,
Government of the Philippines; Jonathan
Marskell, Senior Program Officer, Identification for
Development (ID4D) Initiative, The World Bank;
and Yiannis Theodorou, Head of Digital ID, Tech for
Development, Tony Blair Institute.

This panel focussed on two examples of digital ID
systems at different stages of development:
•
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The Aadhaar ID system was introduced in India
over a decade ago to provide a single, nationally
accepted and universally available identity
document. This identification, which covers
99% of adults, is one of the ways that people
can access government services and has links to
several social protection programmes, including
the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA). The system also
helps the government to improve public service
delivery by supporting beneficiary targeting
using demographic data and removing ghost or
duplicate beneficiaries from programmes. The
Aadhaar ID can also been linked to bank accounts
to facilitate benefit transfers.
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•

The government of the Philippines is in the
process of developing a national, digital ID
system (PhilSys). At present, there are several
agencies which issue ID cards (e.g. drivers’
licences, voter ID cards), but these are intended
for specific purposes, are not universally
available, and cannot offer digital authentication
to third parties (i.e. e-Know-Your-Customer). The
intention is to establish a universal system that
supports the seamless delivery of public services
and improves financial inclusion, facilitated by
a transactional bank account linked to the ID
system.

In general, countries with well-established ID systems
(i.e. trusted, comprehensive, universally accessible,
with adequate data privacy/protection safeguards)
were able to respond more quickly to the challenges
of the pandemic. ID systems with multiple layers
(i.e. an ID layer, payment layer etc.) could facilitate
timely registration, enrolment and payment of social
protection transfers. On the other hand, without
an operational single ID system, countries like the
Philippines struggled to authenticate registrants
and validate bank account details. Having a unique
source of identification facilitated interoperability
between databases (e.g. in Pakistan), creating an
integrated data ecosystem between sectors in line
with data protection laws, and overcoming some of
the shortcomings of centralised databases, such as
social registries (as discussed in Panel 1). Digital ID
systems also facilitated remote interactions between
governments and citizens.
While ID systems can improve service delivery,
they can also introduce risks and challenges. Data
protection and security are key considerations when
developing a national ID system. ID systems need
to be coupled with strong data privacy frameworks
and legislation to protect people from fraud and
exploitation.
Another crucial challenge relates to the inclusion
of vulnerable groups. Social, economic and cultural
barriers to the adoption of an ID system can result in
the systematic exclusion of certain groups of people
from public services, especially when programmes
rely on a single source of identification for registration.
This is exacerbated when ID systems have low
coverage or are of low quality. Therefore, protocols

should be developed for handling exceptions or
allowing alternative forms of identification, especially
in relation to social protection benefits which aim
to provide support to vulnerable and marginalised
groups of people.
Going forward, and learning from the experience of
India, digital ID systems can bring many benefits for
social protection delivery, particularly when linked
to digital financial services. ID systems can support
social protection programmes to shift from being
application-based to entitlement-based, thereby
making enrolment and the transfer of benefits much
faster or even immediate. In Pakistan, the unique
ID facilitated rapid validation of applications to the
emergency cash transfer programme. However, ID
systems need to be designed to be population-centric,
taking into account the barriers to registration that
vulnerable people face. To offer opportunities for
everyone to register, multiple channels may need to
be set up across a range of access points, including
web portals, schools/hospitals/public institutions,
and local administration offices.

How can we develop interoperable systems that
allow data to be exchanged within and outside
of the social protection sector?
This panel was moderated by Shez Farooq, digital
social protection expert. He was joined by Rohit
Kumar, Joint Secretary Mahatma Gandhi NREGA,
Ministry of Rural Development, Government of
India; Ercan Dansuk, Expert of Family and Social
Services, Ministry of Family and Social Services,
Government of Turkey; Mehmet Safe Koci, Expert
of Family and Social Services, Ministry of Family
and Social Services, Government of Turkey; Gulben
Unal Yaras, Senior Software Specialist, Ministry of
Family and Social Services, Government of Turkey;
and Angelina Fisher, Adjunct Professor of Law,
Director, Policy and Practice, Guarini Global Law &
Tech Program, New York University School of Law.

Turkey has a well-developed digital platform for social
assistance (Integrated Social Assistance System or
ISAS). Using their national ID as the primary identifier,
Turkish citizens and residents can register for social
assistance support. This profile can then be linked to

other databases (e.g. civil registry data, land registry
etc.) to build a socio-economic profile of applicants.
This process is supported by a data sharing agreement
between other government ministries, departments
and agencies and is operationalised using a web
platform. As part of the COVID-19 response, Turkey
was able to validate the eligibility of applicants to
social protection programmes using ISAS.
In India, the MGNREGA public works programme
has developed a management information system
(MIS), linked to other databases, to manage the
programme. The MIS uses GIS data to support
programme and inter-ministerial planning and
monitoring of public works. The MIS is also linked
to the Aadhaar-based payment system which allows
the central government to make direct payments
to almost 63 million beneficiaries via linked bank
accounts, removing the need for intermediaries and
improving transparency of the system.
While the cases of Turkey and India demonstrate
the benefits of developing interoperable systems,
there are also important challenges to consider.
First, digital systems can result in the exclusion of
vulnerable people from service delivery. In Turkey, to
overcome this risk, local officers can manually collect
data and support case management as a complement
to digital registration approaches. Second, greater
interoperability requires a strong legal framework
for data protection and privacy. This also means that
people need to provide full informed consent before
any data is shared. Obtaining true informed consent
can be very difficult, however, especially when
vulnerable people may be denied access to certain
benefits or services if they do not consent to data
sharing.
Challenges can also arise when systems are not
designed to be interoperable from the outset. In
the Philippines, for example, government systems
are decentralised, with government agencies
maintaining their own databases. Traditionally,
most interoperability has been within agencies.
However, as the Philippines moves towards interagency interoperability, differing systems, standards
and processes that underpin databases could create
barriers to data sharing.
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Finally, it was noted that digitalisation is transforming
public administration and the relationship between
the state and citizens/residents. For example,
decisions around eligibility have become an
automated process, rather than a political process. In
some cases, these decisions are made by algorithms,
which may reduce the transparency of the decisionmaking process, especially at the local level, where
people may not know how the determinations of
eligibility were made. This can dehumanise the
provision of social assistance.
The path to interoperability is a long one, but
governments and households can benefit when
interoperable systems are designed to address some
of the challenges noted above. Building the right kind
of systems can take several years and must be done
on the basis of clear legal frameworks. It also requires
a whole-of-government approach to minimise the
risk of developing systems that cannot be linked.

to understand the current landscape and assist
local governments to make informed decisions
regarding public works projects. The portal
also serves as a repository of all assets created
under the programme, which are geotagged, so
that planners can understand the geographical
context of assets and plan works and asset
creation. This has reduced the time for planning
from three months, under the manual process,
to one month. Further, this data is available for
access and public scrutiny, thereby enhancing
the transparency of the programme.
•

Earth observation data and early warning.
GEOGLAM uses earth observation to monitor
crop production both during the growing
season and over longer periods. Data from crop
monitoring can feed into early warning systems
to indicate risks of food insecurity and allow
for early action. In Uganda, earth observation
data allowed the government to implement
proactive (rather than reactive) measures against
drought by scaling up social assistance support
to affected households. In Kenya, crop mapping
helps the government to understand how the
agricultural landscape is changing due to climate
change, thereby supporting policy developments
in relation to climate adaptation.

•

Big data and social protection. In a typical
emergency response to a quick-onset disaster,
humanitarian responses are planned and funded
with limited real-time data on the impact of the
disaster and the scale of need. After the tsunami
in Palu, Indonesia, humanitarian agencies used
call data records to understand how people left
and returned to Palu. These data are crucial for
resource and personnel allocation or for setting
up land or sea bridges during humanitarian
responses. In response to COVID-19, Indonesia
was able to track and geo-locate Internet
search terms for COVID-related symptoms and,
when combined with call data records, use this
information to send SMS blasts to cell phone
users in identified hotspot regions.

•

Bridging the gap between digital services and
analogue citizens. Since 2017, Bangladesh
has sought to understand how technology
can reduce leakage in the Social Safety Net

Creative and innovative digital innovation.
Earth observation data and early warning
This sharing and exchange session featured
presentations by Rajeev Ahal, Programme Director
of Water Security and Climate Adaptation in Rural
India (WASCA), GIZ India; Ian Jarvis, Director of
the GEOGLAM Secretariat, Switzerland; Nelson
Bosch, Humanitarian Access and Disaster Recovery
Consultant; and Anir Chowdhury, Policy Advisor,
Aspire to Innovate (a2i) Programme, Cabinet
Division/ICT Division/UNDP Bangladesh.

This panel provided presenters with the opportunity
to share innovative, digitally informed approaches
to expanding the coverage of social assistance
programmes in response to COVID-19 and climaterelated shocks.
•
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GIS technology for planning and monitoring of
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act. The MGNREGA is an Indian law
proving livelihood security to people in rural areas
by guaranteeing 100 days of wage-employment
each year to any rural household whose adult
members volunteer to do unskilled work. To
facilitate planning, the MIS draws on open source
GIS imagery, scientific and socio-economic data
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Programmes using the national ID as the basis
for authentication. By linking the national ID
and bank or mobile money accounts, money can
be transferred instantaneously from provider
to recipient, as ‘know-your-customer’ can be
conducted electronically. This was used during
the COVID-19 response to enrol 5 million new
beneficiaries. Digital centres are an important
element within this ecosystem. They form a
bridge for citizens without access to digital
technologies by allowing them to access services
from these centres for a small fee. Digital centres
deliver more than 200 government services,
and local entrepreneurs act as an intermediary
between state and citizens.

the development of mass registration mechanisms.
This event highlighted several digital innovations in
relation to registration and enrolment of individuals
and households. There was also consensus about
key factors to consider for the future of digital social
protection:
•

Many countries have a wealth of existing data
which can be used for registration and enrolment
of people into routine and shock-responsive
social protection programmes.

•

The value of this data can be enhanced through
linkages to other databases (both within and
outside of the social protection sector) to support
targeting, verification and validation, especially
where a stable national ID system exists.

•

Greater interoperability and reliance on existing
data need to be coupled with different channels
for updating data, so that people can choose the
method that best suits their needs and contexts.

•

The digital divide remains a reality in all countries
across the region, which means that virtual
and in-person mechanisms have to co-exist.
Therefore, on-site single windows for access
and census sweeps can – and perhaps ought to
– be combined with digital mechanisms. This
could help to facilitate the transition to more ondemand approaches to registration.

Conclusions
The experience of responding to the COVID-19
pandemic in countries across Asia and the Pacific
region has shed light on the key role of adaptive
social protection in protecting people from the
effects of larger-scale shocks. Despite the preexisting coverage and capacity gaps, social protection
played a key role in the response to the pandemic,
fostering innovation, particularly regarding the use
of administrative databases and social registries, and
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The Convergence Initiative
What is the challenge at hand? Despite widespread recognition of the benefits that digital social protection information systems can offer, countries are struggling to fully realise them. Even though diverse social protection
programmes all follow a common set of processes, the information systems they use are fragmented and are often
unable to communicate seamlessly with others. This lack of harmonisation and interoperability not only affects
social protection outcomes, but also leads to inefficient use of public resources.
What does the Convergence Initiative want to achieve? Consensus-based standards and guidelines are key to advancing the meaningful exchange of data.
They have the potential to:
•

Foster an ecosystem for innovation by technology solution providers to build products that are interoperable,
based on globally agreed standards and guidelines.

•

Reduce time and costs of developing solutions at the country or programme level.

•

Ensure that systems are future proof by design, irrespective of current levels of policy and information systems
maturity.

•

Enable countries and programmes to mix and match interoperable pieces from various vendors.

How can you get involved? We are looking for participants who are willing to share materials, review outputs, join
focus group discussions and engagement workshops, and draft standards and guidelines.
If you’re interested, send an email to mail@sp-convergence.org and follow the Initiative’s journey online and on
social media.

www.sp-convergence.org
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