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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. Countries across the world are grappling with the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. 
As in past crises, the pandemic is disproportionately affecting the poor and vulnerable, and it is feared it 
will reverse hard-earned gains made in reducing extreme poverty in the past decades. The pandemic has 
underlined the importance of social assistance programs, and exposed weaknesses in health and social 
protection systems in many countries. At the same time, the pandemic presents an opportunity to 
strengthen such systems. 
  
2. Social protection, a broad umbrella term, typically covers policies and programs designed to 
reduce poverty and vulnerability by promoting efficient labor markets, diminishing people’s exposure to 
risks, and enhancing their capacity to protect themselves against hazards and the interruption or loss of 
income.1 It generally has three dimensions: social insurance, social assistance, and labor market 
programs.2 Social insurance addresses life-cycle and employment-related risks and is commonly financed 
by contributions from workers and their employers, as well as by government subsidies. Social assistance, 
the focus of this synthesis paper, refers to budget-financed, non-contributory transfers that address 
poverty and vulnerability. It consists of cash and in-kind transfers to vulnerable households. Labor market 
interventions include legal measures to protect workers and active labor market policies to enhance their 
employability and productivity and improve the job information flow, e.g. on vacancies. Employment 
policies for disadvantaged groups are increasingly being integrated with social assistance programs.3 
 
3. The Independent Evaluation Department (IED) undertook a review of evaluations that were 
completed between 2001 and 2020 regarding Asian Development Bank (ADB) support for social 
assistance, to draw lessons from the design and implementation of social assistance programs, and to 
identify what worked well and what did not. This synthesis paper4 aims to summarize, synthesize, and 
integrate research findings and lessons from evaluations of ADB’s 2 decades of experience supporting 
social assistance initiatives. It aims to inform the design and implementation of similar interventions 
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic period, and IED’s ongoing and future evaluations.  
 
4. The paper is structured as follows. Section II outlines the scope and methodology of the paper. 
Section III discusses the broader context of social protection in Asia and the Pacific region. Section IV 
discusses ADB’s social protection strategies and operations. The core of the paper is in Section V, which 
presents the lessons synthesized from IED’s desk review of documents on social assistance support. 
Section VI summarizes the key lessons from the review. 
 

II. SCOPE AND METHODOLOGY 
 
5. This synthesis paper focuses on lessons from social assistance operations, one of the three social 
protection areas in ADB.5 Although the term is defined in ADB’s Social Protection Operational Plan, 
for the purpose of this paper it will be taken to mean social protection programs that are non-
contributory, financed through taxes, and targeted at low-income households and vulnerable groups.  
 
6. Social assistance contributes to equity. At one end of the spectrum are means-tested guaranteed 
minimum income programs, which distribute cash to poorer households, with benefits gradually 
declining as income rises. At the other end are universal basic income programs, with unconditional cash 

 
1 ADB. 2001. Social Protection Strategy. Manila. 
2 ADB. 2013. Social Protection Operational Plan, 2014–2020. Manila. 
3 A. Barrientos. 2019. The Role of Social Assistance in Reducing Poverty and Inequality in Asia and the Pacific. Sustainable Working 

Paper Series No. 62. Manila: ADB.  
4 The consultants for this paper were Gita Gopal and Lea Ortega. The paper incorporates comments received from Joanne Asquith, 

IED Principal Evaluation Specialist; and the ADB Social Development Thematic Group.  
5 Social assistance is not a distinct subsector and is only a subset of ADB’s social protection operations.  
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transfers (UCTs) provided to all, regardless of income or employment.6 Key ADB sectors that may serve 
as entry points for social assistance programs include education, health, and public sector management 
(PSM). The term can also cover interventions that support people with mental and physical disabilities, 
indigenous people, substance abusers, orphans, single-parent households, refugees, victims of natural 
disasters or civil conflicts, sick people, elderly people, widows and widowers, people with disabilities, 
pregnant women, and unemployed people who are ineligible for insurance.  

 
7. This synthesis paper drew lessons from evaluations of ADB’s social assistance operations from 
2001 to June 2020.7 These included loans, grants, and technical assistance (TA) operations classified 
under the social protection initiatives subsectors of the education, health and PSM sectors; and projects 
with inclusive growth pillar 3 (social protection) tagging. IED conducted a desk review of a range of ADB 
documents covering these operations.8 The period 2001–2020 was selected to ensure that ADB social 
protection-related work undertaken after the 1997 and 2008 crises was covered. To triangulate and 
strengthen the findings from ADB documents, a literature review was also undertaken.9 In addition, 
lessons from other development organizations were added to complement the learning derived from 
ADB’s work.  
 
8. The method used was in line with the protocol established in the conceptual framework for the 
study.10 Lessons from ADB evaluations and evaluations of other development organizations were 
organized around key messages that emerged from the document review. A caveat must be stated 
upfront: the term “social protection system” usually refers to a framework in which the three pillars of 
social protection—social assistance, social insurance and labor market programs—are integrated or, at a 
minimum, coordinated (footnote 2). Although the importance of an integrated system of social 
protection is fully recognized, the paper mainly synthesizes lessons from evaluations, assessments, and 
studies focusing primarily on social assistance, and is therefore narrower than the whole social protection 
system. Lessons focused on social protection were also included when they were relevant for social 
assistance, as in the case of state strategies and systems. 
 

III. IMPORTANCE OF SOCIAL PROTECTION IN ASIA AND THE PACIFIC 
 
9. The welfare impacts of COVID-19 are wide-ranging and uncertain. Economic growth in Asia and 
the Pacific in the 1980s and 1990s rapidly reduced extreme poverty. The percentage of the population 
living in extreme poverty (i.e., below $1.90 per day per capita) decreased from 53.6% (1.6 billion) of 
developing Asia’s population in 1990 to 6.9% (279 million) in 2015.11 However, the COVID-19 pandemic 
is adversely affecting economies around the world, including those in Asia and the Pacific region. For the 
first time in nearly 6 decades, ADB estimates that developing Asia’s economy will contract in 2020 

 
6 M. Rutkowski. 2018. Reimagining Social Protection: New systems that do not rely on standard employment contracts are needed. 

Finance and Development. December 2018, Vol. 55, No. 4. Washington: IMF. 
7 Of the 336 operations approved during 2001–2020 (para. 18), 236 have been completed, of which 117 had evaluation reports 

and 78 had validation reports. Relevant lessons were drawn from 87 operations. The synthesis does not include lessons not 
specific to social assistance, such as country-level, project-level, results framework, or methodology-related lessons.  

8 These include: (i) ADB project completion reports (PCRs) and TA completion reports of operations in the sectors mentioned 
above; (ii) ADB research publications and knowledge products on the topic; (iii) impact evaluation reports; (iv) IED project 
evaluations (PCR validation reports [PVRs]); project, program and TA performance evaluation reports; country, thematic, and 
special evaluations (such as the 2012 Special Evaluation Study on Social Protection, and the 2014 Thematic Evaluation on ADB’s 
Support for Inclusive Growth). 

9 This drew from published works and documents by organizations working in poverty reduction and development, as well as 
journal articles and other materials on the topic. These included works by the Food and Agriculture Organization, Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), United Nations (UN), and the World Bank. The review focused on 
evaluations and research studies undertaken in countries in Asia and the Pacific region. A snowballing technique was used to 
identify and use articles that were referenced and appeared to be influential in these development organizations. A search of 
the institutional websites of the above organizations was also undertaken.  

10 IED. 2020. Conceptual Framework: Synthesis on Social Assistance. (internal) 
11 Economic Research and Regional Cooperation Department. 2019. Updated Poverty Estimates. Memorandum. 27 November 

(internal). Manila: ADB.  
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(by 0.5%).12 The number of poor people living in the region could increase by about 193 million, based 
on a poverty line of $1.90 a day, and by 896 million if the poverty line is $3.20 a day, by the end of 
2020.13 According to the World Bank, even temporary losses in income can significantly affect the long-
term outcomes of the next generation.14 
 
10. Spending on social protection in ADB developing member countries (DMCs) increased from a 
regional average of just under 4.0% of GDP in 2003–2005 to 5.3% in 2015.15 Social assistance has been 
the main focus of social protection expansion in the region, as in Latin America and Africa. However, the 
distribution of spending has been skewed toward nonpoor population groups (footnote 3). A 2019 
assessment of social assistance provision concluded that social assistance has been important in reducing 
poverty and inequality, although this has varied across DMCs (footnote 3). Bangladesh, India, the Kyrgyz 
Republic, Maldives, Mongolia, Tajikistan, and Thailand all increased the share of social protection in 
government expenditure from 2000 to 2016. However, in Azerbaijan and Nepal the share of such 
spending decreased (footnote 3). In 2016, social protection expenditure absorbed on average around 
20% of government expenditure in the region (footnote 3). Figure 1 shows social protection spending as 
a share of GDP in 2015 for ADB DMCs, disaggregated by type of social safety net (i.e., social assistance, 
labor market programs, and social insurance). Social insurance dominates social protection spending in 
most DMCs, averaging 2.8% of GDP, compared with 1.2% of GDP for social assistance, and 0.2% of GDP 
for labor market programs.  
 

Figure 1: Social Protection Expenditure, 2015 
(% of GDP) 

 
FSM = Federated States of Micronesia, GDP = gross domestic product, Lao PDR = Lao People's Democratic Republic; PNG = Papua New Guinea; 
PRC = People’s Republic of China; RMI = Republic of the Marshall Islands.  
Note: Some data on labor market programs may refer to year 2014. No data available on labor market programs for Georgia, FSM, Nauru, 
Cook Islands, and Maldives. Figures shown in green refer to social assistance. 
Source: ADB Social Protection Indicator Database, https://spi.adb.org/spidmz (accessed 17 August 2020).  

 
11. Despite the increase in spending, only about half of the region’s population (including that in 
developed countries) is effectively covered by at least one social protection cash benefit.16 Significant 
progress has been made in strengthening social protection systems and building a social protection 

 
12 However, the estimated decline in regional output masks the severity of the contraction in some countries. ADB. 2020. 

Asian Development Outlook 2020 Update: Wellness in Worrying Times. Manila; and ADB. 2020. An Updated Assessment of the 
Economic Impact of COVID-19. ADB Briefs No. 133. Manila. 

13 $3.20 a day is the national poverty line used by the World Bank in lower middle-income countries. ADB. 2020. Asian Development 
Outlook 2020 Update: Wellness in Worrying Times. Manila. 

14 World Bank. 2020. Poverty and Distributional Impacts of COVID-19. 
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/657421587133962274/Poverty-distr-impacts-policy-options-COVID19-April-72020.pdf.  

15 ADB. 2019. The Social Protection Indicator for Asia: Assessing Progress. Manila. 
16 Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) and International Labour Organization (ILO). 2020. 

The Protection We Want; Social Outlook for Asia and The Pacific. Bangkok.  

http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/657421587133962274/Poverty-distr-impacts-policy-options-COVID19-April-72020.pdf
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floor,17 although there are still many gaps in coverage in the areas of child and family benefits, maternity 
protection, unemployment protection, and disability benefits. On average, less than one in five of the 
intended beneficiaries received social assistance benefits in 2015, although coverage varies across 
countries.18 
 
12. Demographic trends in the region, particularly aging, have implications for most ADB DMCs. 
The population over the age of 65 years is expected to reach 923 million by 2050.19 In the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC), the population over 65 years of age reached 200 million in 2015, and India is 
expected to hit that number by 2030. Social assistance in the form of social pensions and cash transfers 
will be central to the well-being of the elderly, the majority of whom are dependent on family members 
and others. At the same time, in the PRC and India, a youth bulge is evident, contributing to 
unemployment, including that of educated young people. Active labor policies have become increasingly 
important to address this issue, although such policies are outside the scope of this paper. 
 
13. While most governments are focused on fighting COVID-19, they are simultaneously turning their 
attention to a broader set of policy interventions to improve the effectiveness of social assistance. 
Since the pandemic began, ADB has approved about 18 projects with social assistance components.20 
These have involved supporting social assistance programs in the form of fast-disbursing cash and non-
cash transfers (such as food distribution) to the poorest and most vulnerable, as well as strengthening 
the capacity and mechanisms for the monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of cash transfers. The capacity to 
identify and target the most vulnerable households is central to ensuring the effectiveness of these 
programs. Similarly, given the unprecedented nature of this crisis, and the urgent need for responsive 
policies and programs to address its adverse impacts, effective monitoring of policy and program 
implementation and learning from experience will be crucial. 
 

IV. ADB STRATEGIES AND SUPPORT FOR SOCIAL PROTECTION 
 
14. ADB approved its Social Protection Strategy in 2001, in the aftermath of the Asian financial crisis 
(footnote 1). It committed ADB to assisting DMCs to build comprehensive national social protection 
systems during non-crisis years, so they are better prepared to cope with the human impacts of future 
crises,21 and to comply with internationally recognized core labor standards in ADB project lending.  
 
15. While ADB corporate strategies from 1999 onwards have made only limited references to social 
protection (footnote 21), Strategy 2020 recognized that investments in social protection would help to 
achieve inclusive economic growth, one of its strategic agendas.22 It noted that social protection is a 
useful tool for achieving human development outcomes, including the Millennium Development Goals, 
and that social protection was expected to play an important role in the post-2015 development agenda. 
ADB adopted a Social Protection Operational Plan, 2014−2020 in December 2013 to support Strategy 
2020’s inclusive growth agenda (footnote 2). The operational plan provided strategic directions for ADB 

 
17 ILO. 2017. The World Social Protection Report 2017–2019. Geneva. ILO defines social protection floors as nationally defined sets 

of basic social security guarantees that should ensure, as a minimum that, over the life cycle, all in need have access to essential 
health care and to basic income security which together secure effective access to goods and services defined as necessary at 
the national level.  

18 Social assistance coverage as a percentage of intended beneficiaries exceeded the regional average (18.4%) in 10 of 25 countries 
in Asia and the Pacific region for which data are available. (ADB. 2019. Social Protection Indicator for Asia: Assessing Progress. 
Manila). 

19 ADB. 2020. Population and Aging in Asia: The Growing Elderly Population. https://data.adb.org/story/population-and-aging-asia-
growing-elderly-population. Accessed on 2 September 2020. 

20 This covers ADB financing approved up to June 2020, and covers loans and grants in the education, health, and public sector 
management (PSM) sectors. It does not include cofinancing. ADB COVID-19 Policy Database, accessed 12 July 2020. 
https://covid19policy.adb.org/  

21 IED. 2012. Special Evaluation Study. Asian Development Bank: Social Protection Strategy, 2001. Manila: ADB. 
22 ADB. 2008. Strategy 2020: The Long - Term Strategic Framework of the Asian Development Bank, 2008–2020. Manila. The other 

two strategic agendas are environmentally sustainable growth and regional integration. 

https://data.adb.org/story/population-and-aging-asia-growing-elderly-population
https://data.adb.org/story/population-and-aging-asia-growing-elderly-population
https://covid19policy.adb.org/
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support to strengthen DMCs’ social protection systems. It proposed five priority areas for action between 
2014 and 2020:  
 

(i) continued development of ADB-financed social protection projects; 
(ii) active identification of opportunities to integrate social protection into projects, 

particularly in education, finance, health, and PSM; 
(iii) support for capacity building and policy, and knowledge sharing; 
(iv) cultivation of partnerships and South–South cooperation; and 
(v) monitoring and reporting on social protection programs and trends in Asia and the 

Pacific. 
 
16. The Social Protection Operational Plan underlines four ways in which social protection advances 
inclusive growth (footnote 2). First, social protection facilitates access to productive resources and 
economic opportunities, provides income security, and assists individuals to manage risks. Second, 
it helps improve human development outcomes and increases social inclusiveness. Third, social 
protection transfers reduce inequalities. At the macroeconomic level, growing evidence suggests that 
redistribution has a positive effect on growth, particularly in countries where inequalities are high. 
Fourth, social protection programs help reduce vulnerabilities by targeting marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups, including widows, jobless workers, children in poor households, and persons with 
disabilities. 
 
17. Strategy 2030 maintained ADB’s commitment to social protection,23 including improving the 
design and delivery of social protection programs such as conditional cash transfers (CCTs), social 
insurance (e.g., pension and health insurance), and labor market programs to support the development 
of job-relevant skills and worker retraining. Social protection elements would be integrated into projects 
in education, through scholarships, including for girls; school feeding; and skills training. In finance and 
PSM, social protection would take place through social insurance and pensions; in health, through health 
insurance; and in urban development, through investments in age-, gender-, and disability-friendly 
infrastructure. Strategy 2030’s first operational priority (addressing remaining poverty and inequalities) 
specified three priority areas, to: (i) enhance human capital and social protection for all,  
(ii) generate quality jobs, and (iii) reduce inequality in opportunities.24 These are consistent with the pillars 
of ADB’s inclusive economic growth agenda and support the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
specifically Goal 1, tackling poverty and leaving no one behind. 
 
18. ADB approved 336 social protection operations  with social protection components (134 loans, 
47 grants, and 155 TA projects) for 33 DMCs from 2001, when the Social Protection Strategy was 
adopted, until June 2020.25 Social protection accounted for about 6% of ADB’s operations during 2001–
2019.26 However, operations have been concentrated in a few countries, with Pakistan ($5.6 billion), the 
Philippines ($3.9 billion), Kazakhstan ($2.5 billion), Indonesia ($2.2 billion), Bangladesh ($1.6 billion), and 
Thailand ($1.5 billion), together accounting for 77% of total social protection operations during 2001–
2020.  

 

 
23 ADB. 2018. Strategy 2030: Achieving a Prosperous, Inclusive, Resilient, and Sustainable Asia and the Pacific. Manila. 
24 ADB. 2019. Strategy 2030 Operational Plan for Priority 1: Addressing Remaining Poverty and reducing inequalities, 2019–2024. 

Manila.  
25 This includes ADB-financed operations approved from 2001 to June 2020 in the education, finance, health, and PSM sectors that 

are classified under the social protection initiatives subsector, and/or tagged under Pillar 3 of inclusive economic growth. Stand-
alone operations funded by the Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction and related cofinanced operations are not included in these 
figures. The list of operations is in Supplementary Appendix A 

26 The share of total ADB operations was based on the total approved amount of the social protection operation (estimated at 
about $22.6 billion), as it was not possible to disaggregate the amount for the social protection component only. The share of 
social protection to total ADB operations would be lower, if only the amount for social protection component of approved 
operations were considered.  
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19. ADB has also supported the preparation of knowledge products on social protection.27 Notably, 
in 2004, ADB initiated a social protection index (renamed social protection indicator in 2012), consisting 
of a database of expenditure and beneficiary data on social protection programs in 35 countries in Asia 
and the Pacific region.28 The main objective was to establish an internationally comparable database of 
government-financed social protection programs, including expenditure, coverage, size of benefits and 
distributional impact on poverty and gender. Also in 2004, a study on targeting of transfers in developing 
countries concluded that international comparisons were difficult given the different ways of targeting 
performance.29 ADB’s social protection index knowledge work was unprecedented at that time, and 
brought ADB to the forefront of regional and national discussions on the subject. ADB published reports 
in 2016 and 2019 analyzing data from the social protection indicator.30 Data from the indicator were 
also used in a 2017 publication from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). In addition to knowledge products, ADB has organized forums to discuss issues relating to social 
assistance.31  
 

V. LESSONS SYNTHESIS 
 
20. This section presents lessons from ADB social assistance in five areas: (i) relevance of social 
protection systems,32 (ii) selection of social assistance programs, (iii) design of social assistance programs, 
(iv) implementation of social assistance programs, and (v) enhancement of the development effectiveness 
of social assistance programs.   
 
A. Relevance of Social Protection Systems 
 
21. Putting in place a comprehensive national social protection system before a crisis occurs is critical, 
as underlined by ADB’s Social Protection Strategy and re-emphasized in the 2012 IED evaluation. This 
ensures that countries are prepared to cope with the adverse impacts of future economic or political 
crises or disasters before they occur. The strategy noted that Southeast Asian countries affected by the 
1997–1998 Asian financial crisis had inadequate and underdeveloped social protection systems, which 
exposed their working populations to excessive risk, increased the incidence of poverty, and threatened 
to undermine longer-term human capital investment efforts. The evaluation of the strategy in 2012 found 
that ADB did not shift its approach from providing crisis support to a greater focus on proactive and 
sustained support to DMCs to develop more effective social protection systems in noncrisis years 
(footnote 21). This resonates with an earlier evaluation of the World Bank’s support for safety nets by the 
Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) in 2011, which found that preventive measures, built before a crisis 
hits, are a more efficient and effective way to provide support to the poor and the vulnerable than 
responding after a crisis has occurred.33 
 
22. Social protection is fundamental to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, promoting 
social justice, and realizing the human right to social security for all.34 This is articulated in Article 22 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in Article 9 of the International Covenant on Economic, 

 
27 These knowledge products are available at:  
 https://www.adb.org/themes/social-development/social-protection/social-assistance 
28 ADB. Social Protection Indicator Database, accessed 30 July 2020. https://spi.adb.org/spidmz/index.jsp  
29 D. Coady. 2004. Designing and Evaluating Social Safety Nets Theory, Evidence, and Policy Conclusions. FCND Discussion Paper 

No. 172. Washington, DC: International Food Policy Research Institute. 
30 ADB. 2016. The Social Protection Indicator: Assessing Results for Asia. Manila; ADB. 2019. Social Protection Indicator: Assessing 

Progress. Manila. 
31 For instance, in 2009, ADB organized a Regional Workshop on Social Assistance and Conditional Cash Transfers in ADB 

headquarters to share lessons and experiences on social protection and its modalities, particularly CCTs. Participants were drawn 
from ADB, DMCs, partner development agencies, research institutes, and civil society organizations. 

32 The Lessons are elaborated in Supplementary Appendix B. 
33 IEG. 2011. World Bank Strategy, 2012–2022. Washington DC. This examined World Bank Support for social safety nets.  
34 ILO. 2017. World Social Protection Report 2017–2019: Universal Social Protection to Achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. 

Geneva.  

https://spi.adb.org/spidmz/index.jsp
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Social and Cultural Rights,35 as well as in the SDGs. Many other regional and national commitments that 
embody a human rights perspective explicitly mention access to social protection as a critical goal.  
 
23. Social protection is increasingly viewed as an investment in the development of human capital 
and a tool for poverty reduction. The main objective of social protection is poverty reduction and a 
decrease in vulnerability, particularly to future shocks.36 Social protection programs, which include CCTs 
under social assistance programs, contribute to intergenerational poverty reduction, and support the 
education and health outcomes of children through the conditions that are imposed on the cash 
transfers, and consequently, long-term economic growth and poverty reduction.37 The effect of social 
assistance on the poverty headcount rate was found to be substantial for selected DMCs: Viet Nam 
(a 10.9% reduction in 2014), Maldives (11.7% in 2009), Thailand (11.5% in 2013), the Philippines 
(8.8% in 2015), Indonesia (16.9% in 2015), and Mongolia (34.7% in 2012).38 Extrapolating data from the 
World Bank’s Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity to the world population in 
developing and emerging countries, a 2015 study found that almost 150 million people worldwide were 
protected from falling into extreme poverty due to social protection.39 Social protection can also address 
gender inequalities. For instance, an assessment of ADB support for the Benazir Income Support Program 
(BISP) in Pakistan, which made payments directly to the female head of beneficiary households, reported 
that a large number of women retained control over how the cash transfer was spent.40 

 
24. Social protection programs remain relevant for high- and middle-income countries to protect 
vulnerable groups, especially during crises. OECD countries (Figure 2a) on average spent nearly six times 
as much on social protection (20.1%) as a percentage of GDP in 2018 than ADB DMCs (3.6%). Most G20 
countries have boosted expenditures on social protection as they have grown because, while growth can 
lift people out of poverty, vulnerable groups need to be protected from slipping into poverty during 
crises. These countries invest in protecting their citizens from risks posed by hospitalization, disasters, or 
old age.41 By contrast, many developing countries continue to face financial resource constraints and 
thus spend significantly less on social protection to build human capital for stronger growth and faster 
poverty reduction (Figure 2b). 

 
25. A well-articulated framework and strategy are necessary for an effective social protection system 
with regulatory oversight, and adequate delivery capacities.42 An important building block of a 
comprehensive social protection system is a strong policy coordination mechanism that can harmonize 
several programs through a single lens (e.g., poverty reduction) and budget.43 Establishing such a 
framework requires evidence on the actual coverage and impacts of existing social assistance programs, 
as well as an understanding of the fiscal implications of these programs to inform the sector ministries 

 
35 United Nations, Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights. International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights. https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cescr.aspx. 2017. Jean Drèze and Reetika Khera. 2017. Recent Social 
Security Initiatives in India. World Development. Vol. 98(C), pp. 555-572. 

36 IED. 2017. Technical Assistance Performance Evaluation Report: ADB Support for Social Protection: Responding to Shocks and 
Risks. Manila. 

37 Proceedings from the workshop also stressed that conditional transfer programs are cost-effective; while they generally require 
significant up-front preparation, the overall administrative costs are low—15% to 20% of the program budget during the pilot 
phase when set-up costs are incurred, but as low as 10% or less (depending on the program size) after 3–4 years of operation 
or when the program has reached a national scale.  

38 A. Barrientos. 2019. The Role of Social Assistance in Reducing Poverty and Inequality in Asia and the Pacific. Sustainable Working 
Paper Series No. 62. Manila: ADB. Table 2 

39 A. Fiszbein, et. al. 2015. Social Protection, Poverty and the Post-2015 Agenda. World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 6469 
40 Oxford Policy Management. Evaluating the Benazir Income Support Programme. Available at: 

https://www.opml.co.uk/projects/evaluating-benazir-income-support-programme  
41 J. Ahmad. 2019. Schemes to Systems: The Future of Social Protection in India. Washington, DC: World Bank. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2019/11/20/schemes-to-systems-future-social-protection-india 
42 ADB. 2011. Technical Assistance Consultant Report: Supporting the Development of a Social Protection Framework for Nepal. 

Manila. 
43 B. Clements et al. 2014. India’s Pension Reform Initiative. IMF e-library. https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/20751-

9781616359508/20751-9781616359508/ch16.xml?language=en&redirect=true&redirect=true 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cescr.aspx
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/wdevel/v98y2017icp555-572.html
https://ideas.repec.org/a/eee/wdevel/v98y2017icp555-572.html
https://ideas.repec.org/s/eee/wdevel.html
https://www.opml.co.uk/projects/evaluating-benazir-income-support-programme
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2019/11/20/schemes-to-systems-future-social-protection-india
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/20751-9781616359508/20751-9781616359508/ch16.xml?language=en&redirect=true&redirect=true
https://www.elibrary.imf.org/view/IMF071/20751-9781616359508/20751-9781616359508/ch16.xml?language=en&redirect=true&redirect=true
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and other stakeholders on the programs’ future direction.44 For instance, the policy measures for the ADB 
Social Sectors Support Program helped improve the long-term sustainability of Mongolia’s social 
expenditures through better targeting and rationalization of social transfers in the health, health 
insurance, education, and social welfare sectors. Aligning social welfare programs with fiscal 
consolidation goals also improved the likelihood of the program’s success.45 
 

Figure 2: Social Protection Expenditure, 2018 
(% of GDP) 

 
Figure 2a: Selected OECD Countries 

 
Figure 2b: Selected ADB Member Countries 

 
GDP = gross domestic product, OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, PRC = People’s Republic 
of China, RMI = Republic of the Marshall Islands, UK = United Kingdom, US = United States.  
Notes: Some data refers to 2015 and 2017 reference years. For OECD countries, social protection expenditures include active 
labor market programs, government contribution to pensions and elderly support, income support to the working-age 
population through incapacity benefits, family cash benefits, unemployment support and other public social services. 
Sources: OECD Social Expenditure Database (SOCX). 
https://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm#:~:text=On%20average%20public%20social%20spending,private%20spending
%20for%20social%20purposes; ADB Statistical Database System (SDBS), https://kidb.adb.org/kidb/ (accessed 17 August 2020).  

 
B. Selection of Social Assistance Programs  
 
26. Social assistance programs must take into account country contexts and program objectives. 
Such programs currently cover 31% of the global population.46 Some 130 low- and middle-income 

 
44 ADB. 2011 Technical Assistance Completion Report: Supporting the Development of a Social Protection Framework in Nepal. 

Manila. 
45 ADB. 2013. Completion Report: Social Sectors Support Program in Mongolia. Manila. 
46 World Bank. 2018. The State of Social Safety Nets 2018. Washington, DC. 
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countries have implemented at least one non-contributory UCT program, while about 63 countries have 
at least one CCT program.47 This section provides the lessons that have emerged from different types of 
social assistance schemes. 
 
27. If CCT programs are designed and implemented well, there is significant evidence that they can 
reduce short-term poverty and spur growth.  ADB’s support for the BISP in Pakistan indicated that strong 
capacity and skills are required to design, implement, and expand a CCT program as well as include a 
graduation program.48 A systematic review of 50 studies of 38 education-focused cash transfer programs 
found that the majority of cash transfers had led to significantly higher enrollment, higher attendance, 
and lower dropout rates.49 However, programs were more effective in increasing attendance when 
conditions requiring children to attend school were stricter and were monitored more closely. A review 
using data from the PROGRESA randomized experiment in Mexico indicated that large efficiency gains 
can be achieved if rules for targeting and calibration of conditional transfers are designed to maximize 
the effect of the conditions (footnote 50). CCTs alone, however, are insufficient to move large numbers 
of people across the poverty line—they must be combined with other interventions such as strengthening 
of human capital services and infrastructure (footnote 36). 

 
28. In selecting whether to provide conditional or unconditional cash transfers, the intended 
objectives need to be kept in mind. When the goal is to improve human development, for example 
through school enrollment or access to health care, CCTs may have greater impact. Some research has 
suggested that a dollar spent on a CCT is eight times more effective than a dollar spent on a UCT.50  
 
29. The impact of conditional cash transfers differs not only with respect to country contexts, but 
also on the extent and severity of poverty. The ADB-supported Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino Program (4Ps) 
in the Philippines, one of the largest CCTs in the world, provides cash grants to poor households based 
on their fulfillment of health- and education-related conditions.51 Overall, the coverage of poor 
households under the 4Ps has increased significantly from 337,418 households in 2008 to 3.1 million in 
2012 to 4.3 million in 2020.52 Impact evaluations in 2012 and 2014 confirmed that the program had 
improved the access of recipients to health services, helped keep children in school, reduced child labor, 
and did not encourage dependency.53 Self-rated poverty was also lower by 7 percentage points. 
Independent impact assessment studies also reported that the BISP in Pakistan, one of the largest social 
protection programs in South Asia, achieved (i) a reduction in poverty gap of 3%, but had no significant 

 
47 E. Bastagli et al. 2016. Cash Transfers: What Does the Evidence Say? A Rigorous Review of Programme Impact and of the Role 

of Design and Implementation Features. London: Overseas Development Institute. 
48 ADB. 2019. Report and Recommendation to the President to the Board of the Directors: Proposed Loan to Pakistan for the 
Social Protection Development Project, Additional Financing. Detailed Sector Assessment: BISP and Pakistan Social Protection 
Agenda. Manila; K. Ambler and A. de Brauw. 2017. The Impacts of Cash Transfers on Women’s Empowerment: Learning from 
Pakistan’s BISP Program. Social Protection and Labor Discussion Paper No. 1702. Washington: World Bank; Oxford Policy 
Management. Evaluating the Benazir Income Support Programme. https://www.opml.co.uk/projects/evaluating-benazir-income-
support-programme 
49The findings are reliable and broadly applicable because of the large number of programs included in the analysis: 18 from 
Latin America, 7 from Sub-Saharan Africa, 6 from East Asia, and 5 from South Asia, 1 from Morocco, and 1 from Turkey. United 
Kingdom: International Initiative for Impact Evaluation. https://www.3ieimpact.org/blogs/what-works-improve-school-enrollment-
and-attendance-cash 
50 A. De Janvry and E. Sadoulet. 2006. Making Conditional Cash Transfer Programs More Efficient: Designing for Maximum Effect 

of the Conditionality. The World Bank Economic Review. Volume 20, Issue 1, 2006. pages 1–29. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/wber/lhj002. 

51 ADB has supported 4Ps since 2010 through the Social Protection Support Project. ADB. 2010. Report and Recommendation of 
the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the Republic of the Philippines for the Social Protection Support Project. 
Manila; and ADB. 2015. Report and Recommendation to the President to the Board of the Directors: Proposed Loan to the 
Republic of the Philippines for the Social Protection Support Project, Additional Financing. Manila. 

52 ADB. 2020. Report and Recommendation to the President to the Board of the Directors: Proposed Loan to the Republic of the 
Philippines for the Social Protection Support Project, Second Additional Financing. Manila.  

53 Impact Evaluation Report (Note 3: Third Wave Impact Evaluation of Pantawid: Further Analysis) 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/52257-001-sd-02.pdf. The studies utilized a randomized controlled 
trial design (wave 1) and regression discontinuity design (wave 2). 

https://www.opml.co.uk/projects/evaluating-benazir-income-support-programme
https://www.opml.co.uk/projects/evaluating-benazir-income-support-programme
https://doi.org/10.1093/wber/lhj002
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/52257-001-sd-02.pdf
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impact on the poverty rate;54 (ii) an improvement in savings and household incomes, expenditure and 
food consumption; (iii) a measure of women’s empowerment; and (iv) an increase in school enrollment 
of children aged 5 to 12 years by 10% (footnote 48). Evaluations from other parts of the world also 
confirm that CCTs have contributed to poverty reduction. In Brazil, the Bolsa Família CCT program helped 
to halve extreme poverty (from 9.7% to 4.3%) and to reduce inequality (15% drop) between 2003 and 
2013; and in Mexico the Oportunidades CCT program reduced the incidence of poverty in rural areas by 
8%.55 However, CCT programs hardly increased enrollment rates at the primary level in Colombia, Mexico, 
and Turkey because these countries already had high primary enrollment rates before the program; but 
they did in Bangladesh (an increase of 9 percentage points in primary school enrollment) and Nicaragua 
(an increase of 13 percentage points).56  

 
30. Conditional cash transfer programs should integrate demand-side and supply-side aspects to 
avoid policy inconsistency and achieve the desired outcomes. In many developing countries, particularly 
in rural areas, constraints on education are supply-related, (i.e., insufficient schools, classrooms, 
or teachers to educate those who need or want to go to school). In such circumstances, pouring resources 
into a CCT program may not achieve the desired outcome. An example of a complementary intervention 
to address supply-side constraints to a CCT program was the construction of day care centers and health 
stations under the ADB-supported KALAHI-CIDSS project to support the activities of the 4Ps in the 
Philippines.57 
 
31. If unconditional cash transfers are designed well, they can have impacts that are similar to those 
of conditional cash transfers. A systematic review of 75 reports with data from 35 studies suggested that 
UCTs can also have an impact on enrollment, similar to that of CCTs, with no significant difference 
between the two.58 Studies also have found that UCT programs have a lower cost per beneficiary than 
comparable interventions (either vouchers, in-kind food distribution, or both); and that vouchers have a 
lower cost per beneficiary than in-kind food distribution. In-kind food distribution has substantially 
higher administrative costs per dollar value provided to a beneficiary than UCTs. Cash transfers are 
especially beneficial for people in hard-to-reach and isolated areas, as is the case with 4Ps in the 
Philippines. Cash is a flexible form of assistance that allows beneficiaries to buy things according to their 
specific needs and situations.59 In countries where the financial system is well-established, a significant 
part of the administrative costs can be reduced by using electronic means to make transfers 
(footnote 56).  
 
32. Unconditional cash transfers can have socially relevant outcomes, if they are accurately targeted 
at poorer households. A 2014 study reiterated that cash transfers are not a substitute for the supply of 
quality health and education services, and they work best when combined with other interventions to 
shift large numbers of people above the poverty line.60 Most evaluations reported that UCTs such as 
social (non-contributory) pensions, monetary subsidies to families, and child benefits to be successful in 
addressing the poor’s budget constraints, in some cases actively promoting household expenditure in 
specific socially relevant domains like education.61 Socially relevant outcomes can be achieved by UCTs, 
through less explicit behavioral conditioning, referred to as soft conditionalities (footnote 60). A 2017 

 
54 The adoption of an updated poverty line by the Government of Pakistan means that the poverty line has increased by 33% 

(to PKR 804 a day). 
55 World Bank. 2015. Framework for the development of social protection systems: Lessons from international experience: Building 

Resilience, Equity and Opportunity in Myanmar: The Role of Social Protection. Framework for the development of social 
protection systems: Lessons from international experience. Washington, DC. 

56 ADB. 2008. Conditional Cash Transfer Programs: An Effective Tool for Poverty Alleviation? ERD Policy Brief Series No. 5. Manila. 
57 ADB. 2020. Project Completion Report. Philippines: KALAHI-CIDSS Community-Driven Development Project. Manila. 
58 S. Baird et. al. 2014. Conditional, Unconditional and Everything in Between: A Systematic Review of the Effects of Cash Transfer 

Programmes 
59 ADB. 2016. Technical Assistance Consultant Report: Support for Social Protection Reform in the Philippines. Manila. 
60 L. Pellerano and V. Barca. 2014. Does One Size Fit All? The Conditions for Conditionality in Cash Transfers. Oxford Policy 

Management Working Paper.  
61 OECD. 2019. Social Protection System Review of Indonesia. OECD Development Pathways. Paris: OECD Publishing, accessed 

20 July 2020. https://doi.org/10.1787/788e9d71-en 

https://doi.org/10.1787/788e9d71-en
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review of transfer programs worldwide also found no evidence that the transfers induced increased 
spending on temptation goods, such as alcohol and tobacco.62  
 
33. Unconditional cash transfers can increase consumption especially for the very poor, but they do 
not break the intergenerational poverty cycle (footnote 48 ). Improvements in health, nutrition, and 
education outcomes among children through investment in human capital are important drivers for 
breaking the intergenerational poverty cycle.63 Infant and child nutrition security is critical to the longer-
term goals of the BISP in terms of protecting the vulnerable population from experiencing chronic 
poverty. Given the critical role of child nutrition in inter-generational transmission of poverty, future 
programs to reduce child malnutrition and improve health should be designed with complementary 
interventions such as CCTs. Moreover, strengthening and improving existing social protection programs, 
including the expansion of well-designed CCTs, may offer more immediate returns in terms of poverty 
alleviation and human development (footnote 48).  
 
34. Food transfers can be more successful in increasing per capita calorie intake than unconditional 
cash transfers and vouchers.64 In Mongolia, food stamps are an effective tool for reducing vulnerability 
to food insecurity of poor households.65 This kind of social assistance has helped improve dietary diversity, 
food adequacy, and food-related coping strategies of poor households. Because electronic food stamps 
can be used only for a specific list of 10 essential food commodities, and are most often used by female 
members of the household, the assistance helped ensure the program has had an optimal nutritional 
impact on the household, instead of assistance being spent on other less essential items.66  
 
35. Public works programs have been effective in smoothing consumption during lean and hungry 
seasons while improving dietary behavior among beneficiaries.67 A recent study noted that, increasingly, 
employment policies for disadvantaged groups are integrated with social assistance programs 
(footnote 3). Quantitative studies have shown that well-designed public works programs have the 
potential for significant social gains from the assets created (such as schools and roads). The overall 
multiplier effects of additional employment in the local economy were found to be positive in the long 
run, particularly where incomes saved were invested in further productive activities. Public works 
programs can also have some notable spillover effects above and beyond the intended objectives.68 
One of the most striking features of India’s Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme, one of the largest examples of a public works program, is the degree to which it has helped to 
narrow the gender wage gap and the implications this has for social cohesion. 69 
 
36. School-based assistance programs also improve enrollment and attendance. New latrines, 
community-based monitoring, and food-at-school programs have improved enrollment and attendance, 
as in India and Kenya. This body of evidence is much smaller than for cash transfers, so the certainty of 
the results is lower, and the approach would only matter where effective hygiene infrastructure was 

 
62 A. Banerjee et. al. 2017. Debunking the Stereotype of the Lazy Welfare Recipient: Evidence from Cash Transfer Programs. 

The World Bank Research Observer, 32(2), 155–184.doi:10.1093/wbro/lkx002 [Crossref], [Web of Science R], [GoogleScholar] 
63 I. Cheema, et al. 2016. Final Evaluation of Benazir Income Support Program. Islamabad, Pakistan: Oxford Policy Management.  
64 S. Doochy and H. Tappis. 2016. Cash Based Approaches in Humanitarian Emergencies. A Systematic Review. Systematic Review 

28. United Kingdom: International Initiative for Impact Evaluation. 
65 ADB. 2014. Impact Evaluation Report: Food Stamps and Medicard. Manila. 
66 ADB. 2014. Technical Assistance Consultant’s Report: Mongolia Food and Nutrition Social Welfare Program and Project Food 

Stamps. Manila; and ADB. 2014. Impact Evaluation Report: Food Stamps and Medicard. Manila. Food stamps in rural areas are 
paper stamps that are redeemed at shops, but in urban areas they are electronic debit cards with the monthly payment 
automatically transferred by the bank to the card. 

67 S. Bhattacharya et. al. 2019. Schemes to Systems the Unfinished Agenda of Mahatma Gandhi Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme. Washington, DC: World Bank. 

68 K. Subharao, et. al. 2013. Public Works as a Safety Net Design, Evidence, and Implementation. Washington DC: World Bank. 
 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/11882/9780821389683.pdf 
69 M. Azam and B. Dasgupta. 2011. The Impact of the Indian Job Guarantee Scheme on Labor Market Outcomes: Evidence from a 

Natural Experiment. Working Paper Series 6548. World Bank, Washington, DC, and IZA, Bonn, Germany. 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/11882/9780821389683.pdf
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lacking.70 The project completion report validation report (PVR) for the Education for the Poor—Financial 
Crisis Response Project of Mongolia noted that the provision of meals at preschools can be successful 
only if the target recipients are those who are most vulnerable.71 Other assessments have also shown 
that school feeding programs may be more effective in improving education outcomes in contexts with 
high food insecurity and low existing school participation (footnote 65). Scholarships for poor students 
can have positive effects on enrollment and attainment but do not automatically lead to better 
educational achievement or labor market outcomes (footnote 61).  
 
37. The rapidly aging population in Asia and the Pacific region underscores the importance of social 
assistance program for the elderly. Social pensions for vulnerable older people have become increasingly 
important to ensure that the elderly can live in dignity with minimum income to meet basic needs; 
especially as informal support mechanisms provided by families and social networks are becoming 
insufficient. SDG indicator 1.3.1 monitors the proportion of the elderly covered by social protection. 
A 2018 United Nations (UN) report found that, while more than 95% of people above retirement age 
receive a pension in developed regions, only 26% in Central and Southern Asia and 23% in sub-Saharan 
Africa did.72 Given the longer life expectancy of women, and their larger presence in the informal labor 
markets, they often find themselves widowed or alone, without any social security.  
 
C. Design of Social Assistance Programs 
 
38. Development literature underlines the need to work with countries on structuring effective social 
assistance programs before a crisis hits. IED’s 2011 evaluation of ADB’s response to the Asian financial 
crisis stressed the need for a medium-term focus on building social protection systems in DMCs in 
collaboration with development partners to enhance DMCs’ resilience to crises.73 IED’s 2012 social 
protection strategy evaluation echoed this lesson stating that: “the Asian Financial Crisis exposed the 
inadequacy of social protection systems in the region and highlighted the need to strengthen (on a 
sustained basis during noncrisis years) these systems to enable DMCs to better cope with future crises” 
(footnote 21).  While the 2012 evaluation noted that the bulk of ADB lending by value during 2002–2011 
remained crisis-driven, it also cited notable exceptions. For instance, ADB’s social protection grants and 
TA in Indonesia and Mongolia proved to be a low-cost and effective way to continue to be actively 
engaged in social protection policy and program development, especially during noncrisis years. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has brought this lesson to the fore.  
 
39. Sufficient investment is central to designing effective social assistance programs. Extending social 
protection coverage, including social assistance, necessitates an increase in public expenditure. 
This requires not only a combination of political will to reallocate public expenditures from other sectors 
but also an increase in government revenues. Cost estimates of universal social protection by the 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), and ADB are in the range of 2.0%–6.1% of GDP, which is an affordable investment for many 
countries according to the report. However, revenue mobilization has been adversely impacted during 
crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic which has badly affected most economies in the region.  
 
40. Two types of approaches can  be used in designing effective social assistance: a rights-based 
approach and a social risk management model. A rights-based approach ensures that social protection 
is not a response to a crisis situation, nor perceived as charity “but rather as a set of permanent 
entitlements prescribed by domestic legislation, defining individuals as rights-holders, and guaranteeing 

 
70 B. Snilstveit et al. 2015. Interventions for Improving Learning Outcomes and Access to Education in Low- and Middle-income 

Countries. A Systematic Review. Systematic Review 34. United Kingdom: International Initiative for Impact Evaluation. 
71 IED. 2015. Validation Report: Education for the Poor-Financial Crisis Response Project in Mongolia. Manila: ADB. 
72 United Nations. 2018. Promoting Inclusion through Social Protection: Report on the World Social Situation 2018. New York. 
73 IED. 2011. Evaluation Study. Real-Time Evaluation of Asian Development Bank’s Response to the Asian Financial Crisis 2008-

2009. Manila: ADB.  
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them access to independent claims mechanisms, if they are denied the benefits for which they qualify.”74 
In contrast to this rights-based approach of the UN, multilateral development banks such as ADB and the 
World Bank have adopted a social risk management model to guide their social protection strategies, 
focusing on people with low incomes, who are more exposed to shocks and have less capacity to mitigate 
risks. Thus, instruments for risk management focused on consumption smoothing and human capital 
accumulation. The question as to which approach is more effective remains contested;75 further 
underscoring the importance of country context in designing social protection systems. 
 
41. Intervention design and implementation play a key role in determining the effectiveness and 
efficiency of cash-based approaches (footnote 64). Proper design of CCTs requires not only good 
analytical work on poverty profiles, safety nets, basic health and education indicators of the poor, but 
also the institutional setting for service provision, payments, and M&E systems.76 An ADB paper in 2008 
emphasized that, in assessing the feasibility of a CCT program, a country needs to examine the current 
level of specific human capital outcomes and to identify the key constraints that are causing low 
outcomes in human capital. Countries also need to monitor operations and to conduct rigorous 
evaluation to ensure the effectiveness and success of the program (footnote 56). 

 
42. Demographic trends in the region will require comprehensive programs to be designed that cover 
the most vulnerable segments of the population. Demographic and social shifts such as aging, increased 
migration, and urbanization, and their implications must be considered if a country is to design an 
effective social assistance program. An ADB study in 2017 found that, on average, two-thirds of the total 
allocation of social expenditure favored the formal sector.77 Social protection expenditure per capita for 
the formal sector in the sample examined was about 2.6 times higher than that for the informal sector. 
Further, the review found that only about 38% of the total allocated for the informal sector reached the 
poor, assuming all the poor are in the informal sector. This disparity aggravates the level of income 
inequality between the formal and informal sectors.78 Social assistance and its different forms such as 
conditional and unconditional transfer programs (including for children, pregnant women, the elderly, 
and people with disability), and income security schemes (such as self-targeting employment guarantees) 
may be utilized based on priority choices and resource availability. 

 
43. Rapid urbanization and migration cause high levels of vulnerability among the poor, most of 
whom work in the informal sector, which is commonly excluded from social protection programs. Close 
to one third of urban residents in the region are migrants who live in informal settlements, often without 
access to improved water, basic sanitation and quality housing,79 away from their traditional social 
networks. Migrants are among those disproportionately affected during the COVID-19 crisis. For instance, 
programs run by state governments in India contained domicile restrictions, excluding migrants from 
accessing benefits in the states where they worked. At the same time, benefits in these workers’ domicile 
states are not transportable, and therefore could not be accessed during the crisis. An important lesson 
that emerges is that migrant workers must be included in state-level social protection programs by lifting 
domicile restrictions, even if only temporarily. Migrants must also be supported to avail themselves of 

 
74 UNHCR. September 2020.Looking Back to Look Ahead: A Rights-Based Approach to Social Protection in the Post-COVID-19 

Economic Recovery. Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights. “Significant areas of contestation exist among 
the key actors in the field, particularly between the UN and World Bank with regard to addressing inequality and redistribution, 
universal versus residual (targeted) approaches, risk and resilience and the concept of graduation, as well as institutional priorities 
and design preferences.” p. 11. Available at https://reliefweb.int/report/world/looking-back-look-ahead-rights-based-approach-
social-protection-post-covid-19-economic . 

75 OECD 2019. Optimising the Role of Development Partners for Social Protection. The European Union Social Protection Systems 
(EU-SPS) Programme; and ADB. 2001. Social Protection Strategy. Manila.  

76 ADB. 2009. Social Assistance and Conditional Cash Transfers. The Proceedings of the Regional Workshop 2009. Manila. 
77 S. Handayani and K. P. Paredes. 2017. In Asia, Does Higher Social Assistance Spending Mean Better Health? ADB Briefs No.79. 

July 2017. Manila: ADB. 
78 Michael Samson and Kaleigh Kenny. 2016. Designing and Delivering Social Protection Programs for Informal Sector Workers in 

Asia. in Sri Wening Handayani, ed. ADB 2016. Social Protection for Informal Workers in Asia. Manila. 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/203891/sp-informalworkers-asia.pdf  

79 The Future of Asian And Pacific Cities (United Nations publication Sales No. E.20.II.F.1) cited in the ESCAP Report. 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/203891/sp-informalworkers-asia.pdf
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benefits from central government programs. However, for this to happen, migrants will need better 
documentation and amendments to existing regulations will be needed.80 
  
44. Vulnerability due to climate change and disasters needs to be considered when designing social 
assistance programs. The increasing frequency and severity of disasters and climate-related risks 
disproportionately affect the poor and vulnerable groups, which underlines the importance of 
interventions to strengthen their resilience to such risks. Cash transfers help poor and vulnerable 
households meet their basic needs, reduce the impact of hazards, and discourage households from 
engaging in negative coping strategies such as taking children out of school or selling productive assets. 
When they are designed with climate and disaster risk considerations in mind, predictable and timely 
cash transfers can help households to cope with the impacts of hazard-related shocks. 
Family development sessions conducted as part of social assistance programs can also help raise 
awareness of climate change and disaster risk.81 
 
45. In designing unconditional cash transfers, any potential negative effect that cash transfers may 
have on communities and selected groups must be avoided or mitigated. For instance, while direct cash 
transfer programs can reinforce the traditional Pacific way of caring for the most vulnerable people, their 
potential impact in areas of the Pacific that are largely unmonetized or unbanked could be significant.82 
In general, research does not support the claim that UCTs are free handouts that reduce the incentive to 
work.83 Aggregated evidence from randomized evaluations of seven government cash transfer programs 
found no systematic evidence that the transfers had an impact on work behavior, for men or women 
(footnote 62). 
 
46. The adequacy of transfers is an essential feature of a good social protection framework. 
Transfer amounts should be large enough to make a difference to families’ incomes.84 This was evident 
in Tajikistan, where a targeted social assistance program that provided quarterly payments covering 
around 375,000 beneficiaries had a measurable positive impact on their food security.85 However, 
the program did not have a significant effect on poverty because the benefit amount constituted less 
than 3% of household consumption.86 In the case of Pakistan’s BISP, the average poverty gap for 
beneficiaries was calculated at PKR496 a day (based on the new poverty line introduced in 2016) midway 
through program implementation. However, the per adult equivalent average household value of the 
transfer was just PKR257. The program’s spending was also relatively low, collectively covering just 2% 
of GDP. The BISP cash transfer was insufficient to push significant numbers of beneficiaries above the 
newly established poverty line or to have an impact on poverty (footnote 63). A 2009 study observed 
that the elasticity of some human development outcomes may vary depending on the gender of a family’s 

 
80 Shasanj Shreedharan and Jithin Jose. 2020. Support for India’s Migrants During COVID-19: Navigating Potential Gaps in the 

System. Center for Financial Inclusion. https://www.centerforfinancialinclusion.org/support-for-indias-migrants-during-covid-19-
navigating-potential-gaps-in-the-system 

81 ADB. 2018. Strengthening Resilience through Social Protection Programs: Guidance Note. Manila. The note identified four 
considerations in designing and implementing social protection programs, including social assistance schemes, to strengthen 
resilience to climate change: (i) improve targeting of beneficiaries by using climate and disaster risk information; (ii) adopt 
integrated solutions that reduce risks and strengthen adaptive capacity; (iii) introduce flexible design features to strengthen the 
program’s shock response; and (iv) secure financial resources for social protection programs to deliver on resilience. 

82 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 2014. The State of Human Development in the Pacific: A Report on 
Vulnerability and Exclusion in a Time of Rapid Change. Suva: UNDP Pacific Centre. 

83 A. Afzal, N. Mirza, and F. Arshad. 2019. Conditional vs unconditional cash transfers: a study of poverty demographics in Pakistan. 
Economic Research-Ekonomska Istraživanja, 32:1, 3366-3383, DOI: 10.1080/1331677X.2019.1661006 

84 ILO. 2014. World Social Protection Report 2014/2015: Building Economic Recovery, Inclusive Development and Social Justice. 
Geneva.  

85 ADB. 2015. Completion Report: Strengthening Public Resource Management Program in Tajikistan. Manila. In September 2011, 
a pilot program designed by the European Commission and implemented by the World Bank was initiated in the district of Yavan 
and the town of Istaravshan. The ADB grant funded three national information technology consultants who provided critical 
interim support to the pilot by improving the business processes of the pilot and developing and implementing a new 
management information system.  

86 World Bank. 2012. Tajikistan: Evaluation of the Pilot Program of Targeted Social Assistance in the Jovon and Istaravshan Areas. 
Dushanbe.  
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children because children’s opportunity costs vary.87 The design of the program in Mexico recognized 
this and, as a result, paid more to recipients with secondary school-age children and girls.  
 
47. Institutional capacity and supply-side issues must be taken into consideration in designing CCTs. 
Without the right level of administrative capacity and information base, any form of cash assistance is 
open to potential abuse.88 The administration of complex conditional transfer programs can prove a 
challenge for public administrations, if institutions are weak and there is a lack of management capacity 
(footnote 48). In addition, CCTs also place added pressure on public services (e.g., schools), when they 
are explicitly conditioned on the use of these public services, and there is a need to ensure that the 
systems have enough capacity to absorb growing demand.  

 
48. Social registries of the population at risk are central to promoting effective policy responses. 
A single registry is particularly important in contexts where multiple programs addressing poverty are 
spread across several government ministries and agencies. Such a registry can help to coordinate efforts 
and generate savings from consolidating parallel and overlapping data collection activities. However, 
only a few DMCs have single registries, although many have invested in information systems, recognizing 
the importance of such systems to strengthen targeting. Indonesia developed a unified database of 
beneficiaries which was used to target beneficiaries of various programs, including the Program Keluarga 
Harapan, and to extend coverage of short-term assistance in response to the COVID-19 crisis 
(footnote 16).  
 
49. Lack of awareness of the existence of social protection programs and their eligibility criteria is a 
major obstacle, and a symptom of social exclusion (footnote 72). The design of TA projects in Mongolia 
and Bangladesh (for female garment workers) did not consider that potential recipients did not know 
about these programs. The nongovernment organization and trade union recruited to implement the 
project’s pilot social protection programs found it difficult to reach many of the targeted female workers 
in Bangladesh.89  
 
50. Proper targeting is essential to maximize the resources intended for the provision of safety nets. 
Targeting is essential to prevent leakage and exclusion and inclusion errors in selecting beneficiaries, and 
to ensure that resources are allocated to those most in need (footnote 21). Reducing expenditures on 
targeting may weaken it, which could result in benefits leaking to the nonpoor, consequently threatening 
the achievement of the program objectives. Targeting also needs to be updated periodically to account 
for demographic and economic changes, and to avoid inclusion and exclusion errors. 
 
51. In India, a significant number of the nonpoor have become eligible for old age pensions due to 
weak targeting.90 Nonpoor beneficiaries did not use the program as a means of escaping from poverty, 
as intended; they stopped working and invested in household assets, while not changing their 
consumption expenditure significantly. This weakened the effects of the program on poverty.91 
An assessment of the 4Ps in the Philippines found that, because of inadequate targeting of supposedly 
pro-poor programs, “near-poor” households may have captured a substantial portion of government 
subsidies. 92 In Pakistan, a recent announcement by BISP on the shedding of 820,000 beneficiaries 

 
87 A. Fiszbein. et al. 2009. Conditional Cash Transfers: Reducing Present and Future Poverty. World Bank Policy Research Report. 

Washington, DC: World Bank. 
88 IADB. 2000. Safety Nets for Protecting the Poor: What Can We Learn from International Experience? 

https://publications.iadb.org/en/safety-nets-protecting-poor-what-can-we-learn-international-experience 
89 ADB. 2008. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Social Protection of Poor Female Workers in the Garment Sector in the 

Context of Changing Trade Environments Project in Bangladesh. Manila.  
90 This was estimated at 60.2% in 2004–2005. The percentage has since declined, although it was still high at 38.5% in 2011–2012. 
91 V. Unnikrishnan and K. Imai. 2018. Does the Old Age Pension Scheme Improve Household Welfare? Evidence from 

India. Discussion Paper Series DP2018-20. Research Institute for Economics & Business Administration, Kobe University, revised 
May 2020. 

92 ADB. 2016. Technical Assistance Consultant Report: Support for Social Protection Reform in the Philippines. Manila. The near 
poor are households with a per capita income above the total poverty threshold in a given year but at a high risk of falling into 
poverty. 

https://publications.iadb.org/en/safety-nets-protecting-poor-what-can-we-learn-international-experience
https://ideas.repec.org/p/kob/dpaper/dp2018-20.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/kob/dpaper/dp2018-20.html
https://ideas.repec.org/s/kob/dpaper.html
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suggests that about 15% of the beneficiaries were receiving benefits although they were clearly not 
eligible; over 140,000 of these were government employees.93 An earlier study by the Inter-American 
Development Bank concluded that a transfer serves a poverty-reducing function only if the chosen 
household characteristic is correlated with poverty, and cited examples of well-targeted programs, such 
as child allowances in the former Soviet Union, and social pensions for the elderly in Namibia and South 
Africa (footnote 88).  
 
52. Many methods are available to target the poor and these have delivered good results, particularly 
when used in combination. Community-based targeting is premised on the assumption that local actors 
have more information available to them at lower costs than the staff of a welfare agency. However, 
the interests of community actors could result in elite capture (footnote 29). Geographic and 
demographic targeting deliver good results, when used in combination with other methods. For instance, 
in the Indonesian scholarships program launched after the 1997–1998 financial crisis, geographic 
targeting was used to allocate the budget to districts, and within the districts to the individual schools. 
Within schools, however, community targeting was used, with the children most in need chosen by a 
committee made up of community members and local officials (footnote 29 ). Mexico’s PROGRESA 
successfully uses a poverty map to select poor areas in which to work, then a proxy means test (PMT) to 
screen out nonpoor residents of those areas,94 and then community-based targeting to fine-tune the 
proposed beneficiary lists.95 
 
53. Proxy means testing can be used for efficient targeting. Using PMT, the ADB Social Sectors 
Support Program in Mongolia was able to identify poor people who required social assistance and to 
help reduce the out-of-pocket expenses of poor households for health care.96 However, PMT needs to be 
customized. When it was piloted in three secondary schools in Songino Khairkhan district in Mongolia 
for a free textbook program, the PMT criteria to identify children from poor and vulnerable households 
had to be revised (footnote 66). An evaluation undertaken in Indonesia compared the effectiveness of 
two methods of targeting the poor: (i) a community method, where villagers ranked households 
according to perceived wealth, and (ii) PMT, which relied on measures of consumption and assets.97 The 
evaluation found that the community method of selecting who qualified for the program was less 
accurate than PMT, but the community method improved local satisfaction and was more aligned with 
the poor’s own concept of poverty.  
 
54. The effectiveness of a proxy means test depends on the variables that are selected to collect 
reliable information and on the cost of collecting the information (footnote 29). The variables selected 
need to be highly correlated with household income and easily observed by the community. Households 
should not be able to manipulate them in an attempt to get into the program. An information system 
should be in place that is capable of reliably gathering information from many households, particularly 
from the poorest. The administrative arrangements associated with collecting and verifying information 
are vital to ensuring low levels of exclusion (footnote 29). 
 
55. ADB’s range of financial instruments and modalities can be optimized for better results. 
The project completion report (PCR) for an ADB project in Tajikistan found that “crisis mitigation support 
can be structured under the policy-based lending modality by having a policy matrix with policy actions 
pertaining largely to maintenance of social and safety net expenditures and by anchoring the conditions 
in a country-owned macroeconomic program such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) program in 

 
93 IED. 2020. Validation of the Country Partnership Strategy Final Review: Pakistan, 2015–2019. Manila: ADB.  
94 A proxy means test allows for estimating the income or consumption when precise measurements are unavailable or difficult to 

obtain. It is also used to describe a situation where information on household or individual characteristics correlated with welfare 
levels is used in a formal algorithm to proxy household income, welfare or need. 

95 E. Skoufias et. al. 2001. Targeting the Poor in Mexico: An Evaluation of the Selection of Households into PROGRESA. 
World Development. 29. 1769–1784. 10.1016/S0305-750X(01)00060-2. 

96 IED. 2014. Validation Report: Social Sectors Support Program in Mongolia. Manila: ADB. 
97 V. Alatas et al. 2012. Targeting the Poor: Evidence from a Field Experiment in Indonesia. American Economic Review. 102(4): 

1206–1240. 
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this case.”98 The PVR for the Social Sectors Support Program in Mongolia concluded that various features 
of the program modality (now called policy-based lending) were not entirely suited to addressing the 
twin objectives of providing crisis relief and supporting longer-term sector reforms.99 The PVR also 
underlined the importance of TA grants in achieving the program’s policy reforms, which suggests that 
policy-based loans may need to be supported by a well-designed TA project, particularly in DMCs with 
weaker capacity. IED’s evaluation of four social protection TA projects (footnote 36) identified two 
important lessons on the use of TA for social protection: (i) the design of a TA project could be geared 
toward building social protection systems instead of mitigating the immediate effects of crises and could 
include measures for monitoring social protection support; and (ii) TA is useful in pilot testing social 
protection schemes and initiating policy discourse, but the results would be maximized by including the 
TA in a long-term strategy to build national social protection systems or to promote resilience in a 
particular sector. 
 
D. Implementation of Social Assistance Programs 

  
56. Information and communication technology solutions can reduce the burden of implementation. 
Until recently, the concept of ICT investments in social protection was a new area for most DMCs. 
Many social protection programs in the region remain paper-based and require in-person transactions. 
An ADB regional TA helped increase knowledge and awareness in several DMCs of the potential efficiency 
gains from improvements in identity management systems such as social registries, payment delivery 
through digital finance to ensure timely delivery of assistance, and enhanced monitoring through 
integrated management information systems.100 ADB used country case studies and facilitated sharing 
of experiences among DMCs in the region and developing countries outside the region to increase the 
awareness among policy makers and project managers in DMCs on the use of information technology 
solutions. In India, ICT has been used in an innovative way to make social assistance transfers to the bank 
accounts of the poorest for India’s Direct Benefit Transfer. In Ghana, labor-intensive public works 
programs digitized paper-based transactions and made wide use of biometric machines, and this resulted 
in a reduction in payment time from 4 months to a week (footnote 68).  
 
57. Advances in information technology have helped to promote better governance and 
accountability in labor programs; while in situations where the administrative capacity is low, 
smart technology applications can help overcome challenges in beneficiary selection, payment 
processing, and program monitoring (footnote 68). However, ADB’s experience in Mongolia, Nepal, and 
Viet Nam shows that there are many challenges when shifting from traditional forms of service delivery 
to modern and automated methods. 101 These include: (i) interoperability, which requires integration and 
access across different departments, ministries, and between the capital city and provincial centers; 
(ii) poor telecommunications infrastructure and limited power supply; (iii) data and cyber security; 
(iv) inadequate budget; (v) inadequate technical skills of program staff; (vi) limited access to financial 
services; and (vii) the need for automation or digitalization to be applied throughout an organization.102 
 
58. The capacity to use information and communication technology and the presence of champions 
to push reforms are key if ICT is to be used for the delivery of social protection programs. Country studies 

 
98 ADB. 2010. Completion Report. Crisis Recovery Support Program in Tajikistan. Manila. 
99 The Social Sectors Support Program comprised a set of hybrid programs and combined short- to medium-term poverty alleviation 

measures that required multifaceted support (e.g., food stamps, drugs, and medical cards) with longer-term social sector 
efficiency measures (e.g., childhood development, teacher training, and urban development). V. Alatas et al. 2012. Targeting 
the Poor: Evidence from a Field Experiment in Indonesia. American Economic Review. 102(4): 1206–1240.  

100 ADB. 2017. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Information and Communication Technologies for Social Protection in the 
Asia and Pacific Region. Manila; and ADB. 2015. Integrating Information and Communication Technology in Social Protection 
Programs. Manila. https://www.adb.org/publications/integrating-ict-social-protection-programs 

101 ADB. 2015. Integrating Information and Communication Technology in Social Protection Programs. Manila. 
https://www.adb.org/publications/integrating-ict-social-protection-programs 

102ADB. 2015. Improving the Delivery of Social Protection Through ICT: Case Studies in Mongolia, Nepal, and Viet Nam. Manila. , 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/384386/sdwp-50.pdf 

https://www.adb.org/publications/integrating-ict-social-protection-programs
https://www.adb.org/publications/integrating-ict-social-protection-programs
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/384386/sdwp-50.pdf
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in Mongolia, Nepal, and Viet Nam have shown that the political and institutional arrangements are just 
as important as the IT technical fixes for delivering social protection programs.103 While recognizing that 
country conditions and preparedness will vary considerably, “the most likely support that will be 
appreciated and effective is one that incrementally improves internal processes and administration, 
including improving database management systems, financial systems, and reporting such as mobile 
payment solutions, short message service money transfers and use of biometrics for a national 
identification system.”104 

 
59. Efforts to localize and decentralize the Sustainable Development Goals have implications for the 
effective implementation of social protection programs. The responsibility for paying for social security 
has shifted to local governments in the PRC, India, Indonesia, and Nepal. Local governments need to 
design, plan and deliver a basket of benefits within a nationally defined policy framework and budget. 
This trend suggests that the governance of social assistance will attract increasing attention, particularly 
with respect to such issues as decentralized programming, the role of civil society, and bottom-up social 
accountability mechanisms.105 The BISP in Pakistan demonstrated the need for coordination and 
cooperation with the provincial governments, given the devolution of social services in that country. 
Also in Pakistan, ADB’s experience with the Punjab Devolved Social Services program showed that the 
absorption of tranche funds by the local governments was hampered by their low technical capacity in 
and difficulty in achieving understanding and approval from elected bodies. This highlights the need for 
more upfront advisory TA to increase the capacity and ability of the local governments so they can make 
the best use of the resources.106 Likewise, in Nepal, IED found that the shift to a federal system required 
institutional changes and substantial capacity building, particularly at the local government and school 
level.107 It is for this reason that Brazil and Mexico invested heavily in building the capacity of local 
administration and social workers to manage dynamic social registries and interaction with the public. 
As noted in a recent study, designing solutions to local problems will require a frontline administration 
which has the time, talent, tools, and authority to innovate and respond to citizen concerns 
(footnote 41). 
 
60. Effective implementation of programs that require significant administration can be achieved 
only if there is strong capacity at the local level. Recent evaluations in Bihar and Rajasthan in India showed 
that weak local implementation had dampened a program’s poverty effects despite effective targeting 
(footnote 67). A household in the poorest decile was four times less likely to participate in the Mahatma 
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme in Bihar (a state with low capacity, where 13% of 
the poor participated in the scheme) than in Andhra Pradesh (a state with higher capacity, where 55% 
participated), suggesting that, in addition to good technology, greater efforts are needed to reach the 
poorest. Even if a policy framework for ensuring flexibility in creating durable and locally valuable assets 
is in place, local governments need to be able to define and plan the public works effectively. Brazil and 
Mexico have invested in large numbers of social workers for case management and citizen interface 
because technological changes do not make strong local staff obsolete.108 
 
61. Caution needs to be exercised in introducing financial or nonfinancial penalties for 
noncompliance with conditions. Incentives to ensure beneficiaries comply with conditions, such as 
children regularly attending school or health clinics for Vitamin A and vaccinations, are preferable to 

 
103 ADB. 2015. Integrating Information and Communication Technology in Social Protection Programs. Manila. 

https://www.adb.org/publications/integrating-ict-social-protection-programs 
104 ADB. 2017. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Information and Communication Technologies for Social Protection in the 

Asia and Pacific Region. Manila. 
105 S. Devereux et. al. 2015. Where Next for Social Protection? Policy Anticipation, Response and Evaluation, No. 124. Brighton, UK: 

Institute of Development Studies. https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/where-next-for-social-protection/; OECD. 2019. Social 
Protection System Review of Indonesia. OECD Development Pathways. Paris: OECD Publishing, accessed 20 July 2020. 
https://doi.org/10.1787/788e9d71-en 

106 ADB. 2011. Technical Assistance Completion Report: Punjab Devolved Social Services Program in Pakistan. Manila. 
107 IED. 2019. Project Performance Evaluation Report: School Sector Program in Nepal. Manila: ADB. 
108 Y. Aiyar and S. Bhattacharya. 2019. Schemes to Systems: The Solutions State: Complementing Digital and Human Resources. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2019/03/15/schemes-to-systems-digital-human-resources
https://www.adb.org/publications/integrating-ict-social-protection-programs
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penalties. Incentives can also focus monitoring and compliance efforts on children with the greatest risk 
of dropping out of school rather than on children self-selected by households (footnote 52). A 2018 
UN report cautioned that the “conditions attached to some cash-transfer programs can limit coverage. 
Nearly 20% of families that entered Mexico’s Oportunidades program in 1998 had dropped out by 2004, 
often due to its punitive approach to non-compliance with conditions” (footnote 72). 
 
62. Robust monitoring and evaluation frameworks, based on a clear results framework, are the most 
productive way to assess program effectiveness and provide guidance for improvements. M&E systems 
have become central elements of national social protection strategies throughout the world. Studies have 
pointed out that M&E systems provide evidence on social protection’s core impacts that can be used to 
reinforce political commitment to scale-up and sustain such systems, inform why and how interventions 
work, and provide insights on how best to enhance the value for money of social protection systems.109 
The Philippines’ 4Ps CCT program had a rigorous impact evaluation at the design stage, which made it 
possible to demonstrate the development effectiveness of the program. In developing countries, 
CCT programs with strong monitoring and enforcement mechanisms have had a greater impact on 
school enrollment rates than UCTs (footnote 58). The effects of the 4Ps are positive and significant for a 
range of outcomes, especially for conditions that are closely monitored for compliance.110 
IEG’s evaluation of the World Bank’s support for social safety nets found that the quality of results 
frameworks matters because clear objectives and monitoring indicators are needed for coherent project 
design, particularly on the coverage, level and duration of benefits, and targeting (footnote 33).  
 
E. Enhancement of the Development Effectiveness of Social Assistance Programs 
 
63. Mainstreaming gender considerations into social assistance enhances their development 
effectiveness. Gender considerations rooted in the informality of markets or specific gender issues should 
be taken into consideration when designing social assistance programs. Women are more likely to face 
vulnerable employment conditions, have less access to social protection, and to outlive their spouses.111 
In Egypt, a 2019 study by the International Food Policy Research Institute found evidence that UCTs had 
empowered women by increasing their ability to make spending decisions using the transfers.112 
Some women reported that the transfers had helped alleviate financial pressures on their husbands, 
which had decreased tension in the household. Studies also suggest that the impact on welfare is higher 
when transfers are made to women. Participation in a transfer program in India for senior citizens 
increased expenditure on food and non-food items while reducing the supply of households in the labor 
market (footnote 91). The sub-sample estimations showed that these effects were observed only when 
the recipients were women, contradicting the assumption of a unitary model of the household. 

 
64. Social assistance programs that adopt a multisector approach are effective. The completion 
report for ADB’s TA project Public Health and Nutrition in Indonesia113 stressed the need for a multisector 
approach that combines nutrition and environmental sanitation approaches to address the causes of 

 
109 These include: IED. 2017. Technical Assistance Performance Evaluation Report: ADB Support for Social Protection: Responding 

to Shocks and Risks. Manila; IED. 2012. Special Evaluation of Social Protection Strategy. Manila. External evaluations include 
S. Baird, et. al. 2014. Conditional, Unconditional and Everything in Between: A Systematic Review of the Effects of Cash Transfer 
Programmes; and OECD. 2019. Can Social Protection Be an Engine for Inclusive Growth? Development Centre Studies. Paris: 
OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/9d95b5d0-en 

110 ADB. 2019. Impact Evaluation Report: Third Wave Impact Evaluation of Pantawid: Further Analysis. Note 3. 
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/52257-001-sd-02.pdf. The studies utilized a randomized controlled 
trial design (wave 1) and regression discontinuity design (wave 2). 

111 OECD. 2017. A Decade of Social Protection Development in Selected Asian Countries. Paris: OECD Publishing. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264272262-en ; M. Ulrichs. 2016. Informality, Women and Social Protection: Identifying Barriers 
to Provide Effective Coverage. ODI Working Paper. April. London: Overseas Development Institute.  

112 International Food Policy Research Institute. 2018. Impact Evaluation Study for Egypt's Takaful and Karama Cash Transfer 
Program: Synthesis Report. Summary of Key Findings from the Quantitative and Qualitative Impact Evaluation Studies.  

113 ADB. 2006. Completion Report: Public Health and Nutrition in Indonesia. Manila. 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/52257-001-sd-02.pdf
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malnutrition among the urban poor.114 An OECD report found that social protection programs were 
effective when they combined health, nutrition, education and public works elements, and tackled 
vulnerabilities at different stages of an individual’s lifecycle (footnote 61). Likewise, a study by the United 
Nations Development Programme underlined that support for the poor, vulnerable, and excluded cannot 
be one-dimensional (footnote 82). Multiple dimensions of vulnerability need to be recognized, and a 
combined package of health, sanitation and nutrition assessment, education and assistance must be 
designed as required.  

 
65. Strategic partnerships and effective coordination of development efforts help to mobilize 
resources, reduce duplication of efforts, and ensure complementarity of development interventions in 
DMCs.115 IED’s 2012 Social Protection Strategy evaluation (footnote 21) found that, when ADB engages 
in social protection programs (as in Mongolia), enters into partnerships with other agencies (as in the 
Philippines), and draws on its strengths in knowledge and TA (as in India and PRC), it can produce good 
results. The ADB-financed program in Mongolia was prepared in coordination with other development 
partners including the Japan International Cooperation Agency, UN agencies, and the World Bank, and 
supported the IMF’s recommendations to strengthen safety nets and improve targeting to protect the 
poor during a period of economic adjustment. An IEG evaluation concluded that donor-dependent 
countries need a well-coordinated effort to harness the various sources of aid and advice, improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of their programs, and to enhance their fiscal sustainability (footnote 33). 
ADB’s Social Protection Operational Plan, 2014–2020 indicated that private sector organizations can also 
serve as implementing agencies and partners for government social protection activities. In this regard, 
the TCR for the Public Health and Nutrition in Indonesia identified the need for strategic alliances with 
nongovernment organizations and the private sector for improved service delivery. NGOs implementing 
health and livelihood programs for low-income urban communities were engaged for social mobilization, 
communication, and outreach programs of public health services. It also identified potential areas for 
public–private partnerships such as (i) community-based growth monitoring, (ii) early childhood 
development, (iii) school feeding, (iv) behavior change communication through interpersonal 
communication and mass media, and (v) social mobilization (footnote 113 116).  
 
66. Countries have also integrated climate change considerations and social assistance support. 
A growing body of literature has underscored the need to build strong systems to respond to future 
crises. In this regard, social assistance can have a two-fold role in supporting disadvantaged groups,  
(i) to increase resilience to climate change and (ii) to foster diversification of livelihoods. Behavior change 
interventions can focus on helping people deal with changing weather conditions by diversifying crops 
and savings interventions can generate a buffer to absorb climate shocks and enable investments in 
adaptation as well as skills training and coaching to support diversification of livelihoods.116 
Cash transfers in Indonesia showed that these can support both adaptation and mitigation by raising 
household incomes, enabling households to deal with sudden shocks, and to abandon livelihoods that 
contribute to climate change (such as logging). Public works programs can also promote cost-effective 
reforestation and irrigation or combat soil erosion. In the PRC and Mexico, cash transfer programs 
explicitly encourage beneficiaries to engage in ecological conservation practices (footnote 116).  
 

VI. CONCLUSION 
 
67. The growing popularity of social assistance programs throughout the world is an affirmation of 
the part they play in the economic architecture of a country. This synthesis paper finds that social 

 
114 These are (i) inadequate food intake, consumption of processed rather than cooked food by poor households; (ii) poor child 

feeding practices because mothers do not have adequate knowledge about infant feeding and the benefits of breastfeeding, 
and mothers work outside the home; and (iii) poor environmental health because of lack of water, sanitation and waste 
management. ADB. 2006. Completion Report: Public Health and Nutrition in Indonesia. Manila. 

115 ADB. 2001. Social Protection Operational Plan, 2014–2020. Manila, p. 15. 
116C. Bodewig and S. Hallegate. 2020. Building Back Better after COVID-19: How Social Protection can help Countries Prepare for 

the Impacts of Climate Change. https://apolitical.co/en/solution_article/building-back-better-how-social-protection-can-help-
countries-prepare-for-the-impacts-of-climate-change 
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protection programs have become increasingly relevant for both developed and developing countries, 
notwithstanding the disparity in expenditure on such programs. Social protection is fundamental to 
achieving the SDGs, promoting social justice, and realizing the human right to social security. It is an 
investment in human capital. The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated the importance of social 
assistance programs in protecting poor and vulnerable groups and underscored the need to strengthen 
such programs in the region. If designed effectively, social assistance can reduce short-term poverty, 
enhance growth, reduce inequities, and break the intergenerational transmission of poverty from parents 
to children. While immediate short-term measures that will alleviate the distress of the vulnerable are 
needed during crises, effective systems should be established during non-crisis periods based on an in-
depth analysis of country-specific conditions, program objectives, and priorities.  
 
68. Social assistance programs include conditional and unconditional cash transfers as well as labor 
and/or work programs. The choice of scheme should be based on the purposes for which it is designed 
and the intended beneficiaries. Interventions such as CCTs and labor programs are more difficult to 
design and can be costly to administer but are typically more effective in specific contexts where 
behavioral change is required. However, regardless of the type of social assistance scheme, the poorest 
and the vulnerable, for whom social assistance is most critical, are often unaware of the existence of such 
programs. Raising their awareness must be an integral part of the design and implementation of any 
social assistance scheme. 
 
69. The region’s changing demographics  and climate and disaster risks have increased the need for 
social assistance programs for the elderly and other vulnerable groups. Declining birth rates and longer 
life expectancies have increased the number of vulnerable elderly, particularly women who live much 
longer than men in most countries and work most of their lives in the informal sector. The demographic 
youth bulge also makes it important to consider labor and work programs. Rapid urbanization and 
migration are compounding vulnerabilities as most migrants work in the informal sector and are typically 
excluded from social protection programs. The increasing frequency and severity of climate and disaster 
risks  have also made interventions to strengthen resilience of poor and vulnerable households to such 
risks extremely important. 
 
70. A comprehensive policy framework is essential for an effective social assistance scheme, including 
the establishment of a social protection floor. Properly designed social assistance programs require good 
analytical work on poverty profiles, safety nets, basic health, and education indicators of the poor. 
The institutional setting for service provision, payments, and M&E systems needs to be in place. Multiple 
programs administered vertically without any horizontal integration or coordination, particularly if 
implemented by different government agencies, are inefficient. A single registry of eligible beneficiaries 
selected using transparent criteria goes a long way toward ensuring the effectiveness and efficiency of 
such programs. Proper targeting is key to maximizing resources, and to ensuring that social assistance 
programs reach the vulnerable and poor, and thus have an impact on poverty reduction. There are several 
types of targeting, including proxy means testing, and the local context should determine which is most 
appropriate. Methods should be carefully selected; often a combination of different targeting methods 
is optimal. Governance is central to the effectiveness of these programs since if benefits leak to nonpoor 
groups this will diminish the impact of these programs.  
 
71. To ensure development effectiveness, gender  and supply-side considerations need to be 
mainstreamed into the design and implementation of social assistance programs. Accurate sex-
disaggregated information is crucial. Multisector approaches tend to be more effective and should be 
considered in designing social assistance interventions. Most important, both the demand and supply 
sides should be considered: merely providing assistance to send more children to schools will not work 
unless the number and quality of the schools are not addressed at the same time. 
 
72. Collaboration among key development partners around a single program is an effective approach 
when the government has a clear policy framework. India, Indonesia, Nepal, and PRC are enabling local 
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governments to design, plan and deliver a basket of benefits within a nationally defined policy framework 
and budget. The increasing role of local governments in administering social assistance highlights the 
need to build capacities at the local level. Finally, the need for social assistance programs to be closely 
monitored makes it essential for them to have high-quality results frameworks for coherent program 
design, implementation, and monitoring. 
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