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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 Economic Commission 
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) jointly 
organised a workshop on 27 September 2021 to 
promote dialogue about the role of digital mechanisms 
in social protection. The event brought together 
policymakers and practitioners from across the LAC 
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 Asia and the 
Pacific). This note, elaborated by GIZ, summarises the 
key takeaways from the discussions.

Context

Governments in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC), as in other regions around the world, have 
turned to social protection systems to respond to the 
economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
According to the Economic Commission for LAC 
(ECLAC), more than 400 emergency social assistance 
programmes – including cash and in-kind transfers, 
access to services and other support measures – were 
implemented across the region between 1 March 
2020 and 30 June 2021. 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 
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Figure 1. Use of application and enrolment strategies for expanding social assistance coverage in LAC
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How can digital mechanisms help support 
social protection systems for all?

This panel was moderated by Rodolfo Beazley, 
social protection expert. He was joined by Laura 
Barrios, Director of Design and Planning, Ministry 
of Social Development, Paraguay; Diego Ciappesoni, 
Area Manager of Electronic Government, Ministry 
of Social Development, Uruguay; and Javier Loza, 
Director-General Targeting and Social Information, 
Ministry of Development and Social Inclusion, Peru.

Social information systems, including social registries, 
are a valuable tool for identifying potential recipients 
of social assistance and enrolling them in programmes. 
The panel discussion highlighted, however, that 
existing databases often suffer from shortcomings, 
including insufficient coverage of target populations. 
In Peru, for example, although the social registry 
covered 70% of the national population, the coverage 
was biased towards rural areas precisely because the 
main cash transfer programmes have a rural focus. 
In Paraguay, the Tekoporá programme only covers 
40% of the population; relying solely on its database 
would have led many people to be excluded from the 
social protection response. Data quality is another 
important consideration. The information which social 
information systems contain, including contact data 
and socio-economic information, is often out-of-date 
and/or incomplete. It needs to be updated before it 
can be used to register individuals or households. 

To complement the data available in social information 
systems and social registries, countries urgently needed 
to develop ways to safely register new recipients under 
pandemic conditions. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
most registration approaches – even on-demand 
approaches, which allow for data to be continually 
updated, and digitally implemented ones – required 
applicants to complete at least one in-person step, 
for authentication purposes, before enrolment could 
be finalised. A important innovation of the COVID-19 
response has been that, in many cases, countries were 
able to develop innovative digital tools to support 
rapid, fully remote mass registration efforts. Building 
on the capacity and the experience of the Tekoporá 
programme, Paraguay took the first steps towards 
the development of a social registry. The government 
of Uruguay developed an app which allowed users to 
register for an electronic transfer; this was linked to 

a chatbot which provided people a channel for rapid 
information and communication. In Peru, a web portal 
was developed to support registration. Reflecting 
on this experience, the panel discussed how citizens 
perceive incentives or disincentives in the design of 
social protection programmes. In this instance, the 
portal set an incentive to self-report inaccurate data 
in order to receive benefits. In addition, barriers 
to registration and mistrust of the new system 
undermined coverage.   

The panel provided an opportunity to reflect on the 
benefits and challenges of using digital registration 
approaches in the context of COVID-19. The discussion 
highlighted that registration mechanisms used during 
the pandemic were very different to routine registration 
mechanisms: eligibility criteria were designed to be 
simple and pragmatic, and greater investments were 
made in communications. This allowed governments 
to reach a significant portion of the population rapidly 
and at a fraction of the cost – compared to the use of 
traditional site visits for registration and enrolment – 
while minimising health risks. However, relying solely 
on digital approaches to registration can still result in 
some people being excluded from support as a result 
of the digital divide which exists in most countries in 
LAC, mistrust in government systems (particularly on 
the part of vulnerable populations), and disincentives 
to provide accurate information. This points to the 
need for complementary approaches to registration 
and enrolment (i.e. comprising virtual and in-person 
mechanisms) and for multiple channels of engagement. 
For example, digital registration mechanisms could 
be combined with on-site single windows (i.e. when 
one institution is empowered to deliver services on 
behalf of other service providers) for accessing social 
protection support. 

In moving towards more on-demand approaches 
which use digital solutions, governments need to 
ensure inclusion – both in terms of access to digital 
tools, and capacity to use them – by engaging 
communities and local governments in the process. It 
will also be necessary to consider citizens’ incentives, 
behaviour and needs.
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What have we learned about how to update the 
data in the records in a timely fashion?

This panel was moderated by Rodolfo Beazley, 
social protection expert. He was joined by 
Laura Pabón, Director of Social Development, 
National Planning Department, Colombia; 
Jaime Andrés Pancho Chanataxi, General 
Coordinator of Research and Data of Inclusion, 
Ministry of Economic and Social Inclusion, 
Ecuador; and Javier Loza, Director-General 
Targeting and Social Information, Ministry of 
Development and Social Inclusion, Perú.

In addition to coverage-related challenges, many 
countries which utilise existing databases to target 
social assistance programmes find that the underlying 
data are not sufficiently current. It is both expensive 
and time consuming to set up and maintain registries 
with high coverage and good quality data, and data 
can become outdated very quickly if there are no 
mechanisms for updating them. This can affect both 
operational data for delivery (e.g. contact and location 
information) and data used for targeting decisions 
on households’ socio-economic status. Relying on 
outdated data for identifying potential recipients of 
social protection programmes can have implications 
for the inclusiveness and timeliness of the response. 

The panelists discussed the ways in which existing 
databases can be updated, including using census data, 
the dynamic collection of information (on-demand), 
and self-registration. Censuses, while comprehensive, 
are expensive and the data they generate are not very 
dynamic; once information is out of date, it remains 
so until the next census sweep. The pandemic has 
highlighted the need for more dynamic and periodic 
updating methods. In Colombia, citizens have been 
enabled to update their own data through a new 
website which also includes a process for data 
verification. In this case, in order to collect accurate 
data, it was important to assure households that they 
would not lose their benefits if their living conditions 
improved. There were also concerns around the risk 
of phishing and identity theft. Peru implemented a 
National Household Registry in which data collection 
and data updating were supported through a web 
platform and through municipalities. Here, too, the 
speaker reiterated the need to create incentives for the 
population to be willing to share information and to do 
so accurately.

Countries also linked social assistance databases 
to databases from other government institutions. 
In some cases, these linkages served as a means to 
validate existing data; in others, where there is a 
greater degree of interoperability, countries were 
able to use these linkages to update and combine 
databases. In Peru, the data collected through the 
National Household Registry, including identities, 
births and deaths, were cross-checked and updated 
through linkages to other administrative databases, 
including the National Register of Identity and Civil 
Status (RENIEC). In Ecuador, the social registry 
was linked to the civil registry and social security 
databases in order to assess individuals’ social 
security contributions and to determine eligibility. 
In Colombia, the government worked with cellular 
operators to update contact information in the 
master database. Where data sharing agreements did 
not already exist, these needed to be established to 
regulate how much data to share, and how, in line 
with data protection legislation. 

Reflecting on the way forward, panelists stressed 
the need to raise awareness amongst households 
and individuals about the importance of keeping 
data up to date for the efficient implementation of 
social protection. Further, they acknowledged the 
benefits of moving towards greater interoperability 
between databases. In terms of what needs to be 
done to achieve this, the first step is to identify and 
create linkages between relevant databases and 
government institutions prior to the onset of a shock. 
Government institutions can then agree and set up 
processes for sharing data. 
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How can we develop interoperable systems 
that allow for data to be exchanged within and 
outside of the social protection sector?

This panel was moderated by Rodrigo Martinez, 
Senior Social Affairs Officer, Social Development 
Division, ECLAC. He was joined by Susana 
Doñé, Director of Planning, Single System of 
Beneficiaries (SIUBEN), Dominican Republic; 
Nora Valido, Systems Director, National Social 
Security Administration, Argentina; and 
Fernando Medina, Head of the Social Protection 
and Promotion Unit, Ministry of Social 
Development and Family, Chile.

Across all three panels, speakers from different 
countries highlighted the benefits of interoperable 
systems that facilitate data exchange. They noted that 
interoperability has allowed for the rapid expansion of 
social assistance databases and enabled government 
institutions to update existing data. 

Country experiences have shown, however, that it takes 
time to achieve fully interoperable systems. Reaching 
bilateral or multilateral data sharing agreements with 
other data owners in government prior to the onset of 
shocks is a key enabler. In the Dominican Republic, for 
example, the Single System of Beneficiaries (SIUBEN) 
was linked with data from government institutions 
responsible for housing, power supply and social 
security. It is also crucial to have IT systems in place 
that enable integration and interoperability. 

Another enabler is having processes and protocols in 
place that govern the way in which data is accessed, 
managed and stored in line with data protection 
legislation and ethical standards. To this end, countries 
need a solid legal framework to underpin data sharing 
and protection. The importance of determining how 
much data needs to be shared and in what form 
was raised in the context of Argentina. For example, 
while income or tax data may be important for social 
protection agencies to access to determine eligibility 
for social protection programmes, this can be shared 
as above or below a threshold, rather than as raw data, 
in line with data protection principles. This was echoed 
in the case of Chile, where the speaker also highlighted 
the importance of the regulatory framework and noted 
that ministries entered into non-disclosure agreements 
when sharing data. Panellists also highlighted that, just 

as interoperability mechanisms exist between the state 
and private companies (e.g. banks, utilities), similar 
mechanisms could be set up to provide information 
from the state to NGOs and other actors providing 
support to vulnerable households during times of crisis. 

Finally, achieving interoperability is a long-term goal 
that requires political will. Support from senior political 
figures is essential, but so too is a broad consensus 
and a shared vision among relevant actors that outlast 
changes of administration. 

Conclusions

The experience of responding to the COVID-19 
pandemic in countries across Latin America and the 
Caribbean has shed light on the need for universal, 
comprehensive, sustainable, and resilient social 
protection systems that can adapt to and protect people 
in the case of large-scale shocks. Despite the pre-
existing coverage and capacity gaps, social protection 
programmes played a key role in the response to the 
pandemic and fostered innovation, particularly in the 
use of administrative databases and social registries and 
in 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 on the limitations 
of existing digital social protection, as well as a shared 
understanding of factors to consider for the future:

• Mechanisms have to be population-centric, i.e., 
designed to ensure responsiveness to people’s 
needs and behaviours. 

• It is important to have 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. 

• The path to interoperability is a long one. Building 
the right kind of systems can take a number of years 
and therefore has to be done on the basis of clear 
legal frameworks (especially on data protection), 
adequate IT capacity, strong political will, and the 
involvement of various sectors and actors. 
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The Convergence Initiative

What is the challenge at hand? Despite widespread recognition of the benefits that digital social protection in-
formation 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 ad-
vancing 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 socialprotection-convergence.
discourse.group

social-protection-convergence-
initiative

@sp_convergence


