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Foreword

Social protection is central to the Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) inclusive growth agenda. In 
particular, ADB’s Social Protection Strategy has aimed at helping people in the region to break the 
cycle of poverty and enhancing growth through investment in human capital, increasing productivity, 

and reducing their vulnerability to risks. This has been reaffirmed in ADB’s Strategy 2020, which states 
that Asia and the Pacific must promote greater access to opportunities by expanding human capacities, 
especially for the disadvantaged, through investments in education, health, and basic social protection.

The triple crises—food, fuel, and economic—brought increased attention to the need to enhance social 
protection to cushion negative impacts on poor and vulnerable people. As many governments are trying to 
strengthen their social protection schemes, development partners are revisiting their past support to social 
protection and assessing how they can respond better to the needs of the region.

This study provides a detailed picture of ADB’s social protection interventions since 1996. It takes stock of 
ADB’s support for social protection and progress in implementing its Social Protection Strategy.

We hope that this study will increase understanding of ADB’s important contribution to social protection 
in the region.

Xianbin Yao
Director General
Regional and Sustainable Development Department
Asian Development Bank
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Executive Summary

In the last two decades, Asia’s economy has grown substantially. As growth continues, however, it 
may become increasingly difficult to reach those who remained excluded from its benefits. Therefore, 
the region must promote greater access to opportunities by expanding human capacities, especially 

for the poor and disadvantaged, through investments on basic social protection, health, and education. 
Well-designed social protection policies contribute to economic growth by helping labor markets allocate 
workers to their most productive uses, encouraging workers to expand economic activity that might 
otherwise have proved risky, facilitating investments in human capital, and increasing labor productivity. 

Over the years, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has developed different types of social protection 
interventions, either as stand-alone loans or as components of other loans. ADB’s past support for social 
protection was largely responsive to the Asian crisis 1997–1998 and 2008 global economic crisis. Social 
protection is central to ADB’s inclusive growth agenda in its long-term strategic framework 2008–2020 
or Strategy 2020, and ADB’s support for social protection is expected to strengthen this agenda. In the 
immediate future, ADB intends to be involved in the design and implementation of innovative social 
assistance programs, such as conditional cash transfers, analytical work on aging and social protection, as 
well as work on measuring the effectiveness of social protection in the region. 

ADB defines social protection as a “set of 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 interruption/loss of income.” Five major elements 
comprise ADB’s social protection strategy: labor markets, social insurance, social assistance, micro and 
area-based schemes, and child protection. Projects related to these five components are spread fully or 
partly across several sectors of ADB operations. 

This report covers ADB’s social protection interventions from 1996 to 2008 and future trends of ADB’s 
intervention up to 2013. The report aims to take stock of ADB’s support for social protection and the 
progress of implementing ADB’s Social Protection Strategy in supporting inclusive growth. It also covers 
ADB’s interventions in social protection before the approval of the Social Protection Strategy in 2001 by 
ADB’s Board of Directors.

The projects covered during 1996–2008 reflected a wide range of activities—from labor markets, social 
insurance, social assistance, micro and area-based schemes to child protection. The common element of 
these activities is the focus on assisting population groups to manage their risks and vulnerabilities. During  
1996–2008, ADB provided 112 social protection loans and loans with social protection components.

During the same period, the Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction (JFPR) supported 113 projects, 51 (45%) 
of which were social protection grants (19%) and grants with social protection components (26%). With 
regard to technical assistance (TA), ADB provided 3,791 TA projects, of which 222 (5.9%) had social 
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protection focus—104 were for social protection and 118 had social protection components. In terms 
of regional distribution, Southeast Asia had the most social protection projects (loans, grants, and TA 
projects) during the covered period; the Pacific had the fewest. 

Social protection loans amounted to $2.3 billion, 2.8% of the total lending portfolio for the period. 
JFPR grants provided a total of $33.1 million for social protection—11.2% of the total JFPR grants for  
2000–2008. TA projects for social assistance totaled $66.43 million, 2.7% of the total funding for TA.

Among the ADB social protection components, social assistance was the most preferred, particularly 
interventions that involved direct and targeted service provision to highly vulnerable groups, cash or in-kind 
transfers or temporary subsidies, or a combination of these, helping the groups manage risks of shocks 
such as disasters, conflicts, and economic crisis. 

The two economic crises i.e., the Asian crisis 1997–1998 and the 2008 global financial crisis show 
that ADB’s loan for social protection increased significantly and mostly through program loans. Social 
protection policy interventions can improve the welfare of poor people faced with sharp drop of income or 
consumption and possible erosion of human capital investment.

ADB’s social protection initiatives are strengthened by development cooperation forged with international 
partners and workers’ organizations. In May 2002, ADB and the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
signed a memorandum of understanding to facilitate collaboration between them in matters of common 
interest and establish an operational framework and practical modalities for their cooperation. Corollary to 
this, on 29 May 2009, ADB and the ILO agreed to enhance cooperation in areas of mutual interest, such as 
addressing the social impacts of the 2008 global economic crisis as well as the challenges of climate change 
and green jobs. Meanwhile, dialogues have been held and cooperation continued for several years with 
global union federations, including Public Services International (PSI) Asia Pacific Regional Organization. 
During 2006–2010, the ADB–PSI dialogue included issues of labor and the quality of public services in 
general. 
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Background

The poverty reduction goal of the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) attempts to help 
developing member countries (DMCs) to 

achieve irreversible reduction of poverty. Social 
protection (SP), as an analytic concept and lending 
activity, is an integral component of poverty 
reduction through its aims to make growth more 
equitable and to reduce risks to the population, 
particularly the poor and vulnerable groups. SP is a 
logical extension of ADB’s overarching objective to 
reduce poverty because the benefits of economic 
growth will not automatically reach all the poor. 
Lack of adequate SP may severely limit future 
economic growth.

ADB’s Strategy 2020 indicated that, by 2020, the 
Asia and Pacific region could move to a higher level 
of economic development. As growth continues, 
however, it may become increasingly difficult to 
reach people who remained excluded from the 
benefits. Therefore, the region must promote 
greater access to opportunities by expanding 
human capacities, especially for the disadvantaged, 
through investments on basic SP, health, and 
education (ADB 2008a). Well-designed SP policies 
contribute to economic growth by helping labor 
markets allocate workers to their most productive 
uses, encouraging workers to expand economic 
activity that might otherwise have been proven 
risky, facilitating investments in human capital, and 
increasing labor productivity. 

Strategy 2020 recognizes that the benefits of rapid 
economic growth do not proportionately reach 

all population groups in DMCs. Large numbers of 
people are being left behind in terms of economic 
benefits and access to social services. DMCs are 
facing new challenges in making socioeconomic 
growth more inclusive and equitable. They 
have raised concerns about (i) the rapidly aging 
population; (ii) increased internal and transborder 
migration;1 (iii) urbanization that is growing by 5% 
annually;2 (iv) increasing costs of social services 
that are barely affordable for low-income groups; 
(v) the rising exposure to natural disasters and 
climate change; and (vi) the looming food, energy, 
and global financial crises.

Facing this host of issues, governments throughout 
the region are adjusting their social policies and 
increasingly emphasizing the need to strengthen 
or introduce effective SP systems to guarantee 
the security of their populations. Investment in 
SP remained an important feature of promoting 
inclusive growth. ADB has supported SP 
interventions through loans, grants, and technical 
assistance (TA). It has successfully facilitated 
policy dialogues and research and disseminated 
information and knowledge on SP and safety nets.

This report covers ADB’s SP interventions from 1996 
to 2008 and pipeline of 2009–2011. The objective 
is to take stock of ADB’s support for SP and the 
progress with implementing the Social Protection 
Strategy in supporting inclusive growth to enhance 
ADB’s overarching goal of poverty reduction in the 
Asia and Pacific region. This report also covers ADB’s 
interventions on SP before ADB’s Board of Directors’ 

1 The People’s Republic of China alone has an estimated 120 million to 180 million internal and 500,000 international migrants. 
ADB. 2008. Technical Assistance for Enhancing Social Protection Initiatives in Developing Member Countries. Manila.

2 By 2015, half of the population is expected to live in urban areas. ADB. 2008. Technical Assistance for Enhancing Social Protection 
Initiatives in Developing Member Countries. Manila.
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approval of the Social Protection Strategy in 2001. 
Specifically, the review included taking stock of 
the analytical work and lending operations in five 
core areas: (i) labor markets, (ii) social insurance, 

(iii) social assistance, (iv) micro and area-based 
schemes to protect communities, and (v) child 
protection. The paper does not, however, intend to 
evaluate the overall achievement of SP interventions.
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Methodology

The methodology for this review involved 
developing and analyzing the database 
of ADB’s SP interventions in public sector 

lending, nonlending—including the Japan Fund for 
Poverty Reduction (JFPR), and technical assistance 
(TA) during 1996–2008 and project pipelines, 
2009–2011. The SP database was constructed 
based on the classification of projects approved 
annually. The reports and recommendations 
of the President, TA documents, and other 
grant proposals were reviewed to determine if 
they entailed SP interventions. A more detailed 
analysis was done to determine whether the SP 
interventions were stand alone SP interventions, 
or only had SP components. The last step was to 
identify the specific SP element/s or component/s 
of the projects, i.e., (i) labor markets, (ii) social 
insurance, (iii) social assistance, (iv) micro and 
area-based schemes to protect communities, 
and (v) child protection. In this report, “full SP” 
refers to interventions solely for SP; “partial SP” 
refers to interventions that have one or more SP 
components but that are not classified as fully SP; 
and, when “SP” is used alone, it refers to both full 
and partial SP interventions.

Financing determined to be full SP loans or to be 
partial SP was assessed based on the following 
factors: (i) funding source (whether from ordinary 
capital resources [OCR] or the Asian Development 
Fund [ADF]),3 (ii) regional focus of the projects, 
(iii) sector classification, (iv) lending modality; and 

(v) percentage of full SP and of partial SP loans. The 
amount of lending for full SP loans was ascertained, 
but due to the inherent difficulty and complexity of 
developing a database for the amount of lending 
for partial SP loans, determining an amount for 
partial SP loans was not attempted. 

SP TA was assessed following the same process as 
for loans. SP TA reports were reviewed based on 
(i) type of assistance (advisory TA [ADTA], project 
preparatory TA [PPTA], and regional TA [RETA]); 
(ii) regional focus of the TA; (iii) sector classification; 
and (iv) percentage of full and of partial SP TA 
projects. The amount of SP TA projects was assessed. 

Grants covered by this report covers only JFPR.4 
Because the JFPR started in 2000, the period assessed 
is 2000–2008. SP grant reports were evaluated 
based on (i) regional focus, (ii) sectoral classification, 
and (iii) percentage of full and of partial SP grants. 
SP grant amounts were also assessed.

For knowledge products, a database of ADB’s 
publications related to SP was developed and 
summarized in the matrix of publications 
(Appendix). The list covers over 60 publications 
during 1997–2011 that were uploaded on the 
web. The publications include (i) reports as outputs 
of SP projects, (ii) Economic Research Department 
papers, (iii) ADB Institute working papers, and 
(iv) Regional and Sustainable Development 
Department papers on SP.

3  ADF loans are provided on concessional terms and as grants to DMCs with low per capita incomes and limited debt repayment 
capacity. Activities supported by the ADF promote poverty reduction and improvements in the quality of life in the poorer countries 
of the Asia and Pacific region. OCR is a pool of funds available for ADB’s lending operations, replenished by borrowings from the 
world’s capital markets. OCR loans are offered at near-market terms to better-off borrowers.

4 The JFPR supports innovative programs and projects that have high potential for improving the affected countries’ situations and 
positive prospects of developing into sustainable activities over the long term.
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Recent Trends in and Increasing  
Need for Social Protection  
in Asia and the Pacific

Asia and the Pacific is a largely young, rural, 
and poor region. SP programs and policies 
should be built to respond to its needs. 

The region is still experiencing the effects of the 
demographic explosion, and 40% of its population 
is below 19 years old. About 60% of the total 
population lives in rural areas and most of the 
population work in the informal sector. During 
2004–2025, the region’s population will expand 
and will be reshaped by demographic shifts that 
may have significant implications for governments’ 
development policies and spending on basic 
services (Felipe and Hasan 2006). By 2030, more 
than half of working age individuals (20–59 years 
old) in the region are each likely to be supporting 
two people older than 60 (Hussain, Cassen, and 
Dyson 2006). Countries will be increasingly caught 
in a “demographic squeeze” where the workers will 
be providing support to their surviving parents and 
yet will have fewer children to rely on (ADB 2002). 

Overall, the share of Asia’s elderly population is 
expected to triple between now and 2050. The 
share of the elderly in the total population of the 
People’s Republic of China will be 30% by 2050. 
This will be more than the entire population of the 
United States. The huge fiscal burden placed on the 
public pension and health care for the elderly is a 
serious concern for the years to come. Considering 
these conditions, SP programs and policies should 
be built to respond to the region’s needs.

Traditional support provided by families and 
communities to their vulnerable members is 
declining and can no longer protect against major 
life changes. Without formal SP mechanisms 
in place, sustainable growth will be difficult to 
achieve. Governments throughout the region are 

adjusting their social policies and are increasingly 
emphasizing the formalization of support systems 
such as social insurance to reduce the vulnerability 
of their populations. This is particularly true for 
major recipients of ADB support, such as the 
People’s Republic of China, India, Indonesia, and 
the Philippines. The same applies to developed and 
middle-income countries such as the Republic of 
Korea and Malaysia, where there is potential for 
new partnerships with ADB, as shown during the 
Asian financial crisis. 

Most Asians have no health insurance. Expenditure 
on health is low compared with that in developing 
countries in Latin America. South Asia, for 
example, spends less on health ($26 per capita 
per year) than any region in the world, including 
Sub-Saharan Africa. Lack of financing possibilities 
in catastrophic health cases is a major reason for 
falling into poverty. A World Bank study found that 
“nearly one quarter of people admitted to hospitals 
in India were above the poverty line when they were 
admitted, but were below the poverty line at the 
end of their stay because of the health expenditures 
they incurred” (Gottret and Schieber 2006). Health 
insurance coverage is limited and underfinanced 
in many countries. While health programs are 
increasingly being financed through government, 
private sector, and grant development aid, health 
system reforms are increasingly being recognized 
as a major focus of development in Asia. Increasing 
the public share in health financing and building up 
sustainable finance and health insurance systems 
are key priorities in the region.

There is a broad range of SP programs, and most 
aim to reduce chronic poverty. SP focuses on 
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building assets of the poor, ensuring opportunities 
for them to use their assets more productively, 
and transferring cash or quasi-cash through social 
assistance programs (e.g., food transfers, food 
stamps, and food price subsidies), cash transfers 
(e.g., grants and noncontributory pensions), 
service subsidies (e.g., social housing programs and  
utility subsidies), and conditional cash transfers 
(CCTs) programs (de Janvrey et al. 2006). Among 
the range of approaches, CCTs (conditioned on 
child and maternal health practices and school 
attendance) are increasingly receiving attention 
among policymakers and practitioners, based on 
evidence of their success in Latin America. Cash 
transfer programs are now widely supported (for 
example in Indonesia and the Philippines5) as an 
effective mechanism to reduce poverty, as well as 
to help achieve several Millennium Development 
Goals. CCTs encourage greater use of public 
services, such as education and health, and provide 
vitally needed income support to poor households. 

ADB’s recent report on the food crisis indicates 
that food price inflation severely stresses the most 
vulnerable groups (ADB 2008b). High and rising 
food prices are threatening to reverse the gains in 
poverty reduction in the Asia and Pacific region, 
undermining the global fight against poverty. 
If high food prices persist, the goal of halving 
poverty by 2015 could be jeopardized. However, 
trade measures or price controls are not efficient 
ways to combat the food crisis or food price 
inflation. Such measures distort markets and could 
exacerbate the situation in the international grain 
market. ADB has suggested that the best way to 
address the immediate difficulty is to strengthen 
social safety nets through targeted support for the 
poor rather than generalized food subsidies, trade 
measures, or price controls (Tong and Yoo 2008, 
ADB 2008c).

A range of insurance and social safety net 
mechanisms help mitigate environmental and other 

risks, particularly as exposure to environmental, 
financial, and political shocks may not be 
automatically reduced as an economy grows to 
middle-income status. Unfortunately, vulnerability 
to risks and shocks remains high for a significant 
proportion of the population due to factors such 
as natural disasters (which are growing concerns in 
light of global warming). 

Although public SP systems are weak in developing 
Asia, such systems are available in most countries. 
However, those systems have low coverage and 
are often inefficient. For example, not more 
than 25% of the working population and their 
dependents in the region are covered by statutory 
social insurance, which mainly includes old-age 
pensions and some health care benefits. With 
further extension and reform of statutory social 
insurance systems, coverage could reach another 
5%–10% of the working population. The increasing 
integration of markets and the competition offered 
by the private sector against inefficient government 
systems create opportunities to provide services 
more flexibly and add reach in public–private 
partnerships. Partner countries and subsovereign 
entities articulate massive demand for governance 
reforms and advisory assistance in the sector. 
There is substantial scope for more private sector 
involvement and public–private partnerships—and 
particularly in social insurance.

Gender dimensions in SP policies, strategies, and 
programs are very important as vulnerabilities to 
risk vary significantly by gender. Understanding 
and incorporating gender issues entail more 
than tackling gender discrimination: they bring 
significant benefits for pro-poor growth. Attention 
to gender in program design can enhance the 
efficiency of SP and ensure better protection of 
both men and women. Hence, to achieve gender-
equitable access to SP services, gender issues 
should be an integral part of SP policies, strategies, 
and programs. 

5 Indonesia’s Program Keluarga Harapan (Family Hope) gives direct cash assistance to poor families provided the following conditions 
are met: (i) children are enrolled and attend school, (ii) mothers-to-be avail of appropriate natal care, and (iii) infants are vaccinated 
and weighed. The Philippines’ Ahon Pamilyang Pilipino (Rise, Filipino Family) program provides CCTs to extremely poor households 
for them to meet certain human development goals.
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Welfare systems have not been a priority for most 
DMC policymakers in the Asia and Pacific region; SP 
has been largely neglected, or at best addressed with 
inadequate tools and insufficient funds. However, a 
closer look at economic history shows that the most 
advanced economies of the region—Hong Kong, 
China; Japan; the Republic of Korea; and Singapore—
built development policies through active public or 
public–private interventions in medical care, social 
and housing assistance, minimum retirement levels, 
and education. Investing in SP was an essential part 
of modernization programs of these societies at the 
early stages of their development. Higher levels of 
social security allowed high productivity gains in 
the workforce, expanded domestic demand, and 
increased economic growth.

Improving national SP systems is a major topic 
all over the world. However, the motivations and 
approaches to reform differ dramatically from 
one country to the other. In much of Asia and the 
Pacific, the debate is dominated by concerns about 
expanding coverage and identifying financing 
mechanisms to fight poverty and serve the majority 
of people who remained largely unprotected.

As experienced during the 1997–1998 Asian crisis 
and the recent global economic crisis, country 
vulnerability to external shocks is increasing, as is 
the risk of increased unemployment and poverty. 
Although some Asian countries improved the 
quality of their SP schemes after the 1997–1998 
Asian crisis, SP systems remain inadequate.
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ADB’s Social Protection Strategy

ADB has developed different types of SP 
interventions over the years, starting in the 
early 1990s, either as stand-alone loans or 

as components of loans that do not have SP as 
the primary objective. Given the broad variety of 
priorities and possible interventions (labor markets, 
social insurance, social assistance, area-based 
schemes, and child protection), the strategy sets 
the parameters to prioritize investments based on 
the principles of reducing poverty and vulnerability; 
strengthening country focus; enhancing strategic 
alliances and partnerships with development 
agencies, the private sector, and civil society; and 
taking a long- and medium-term approach to 
promote effective SP systems in Asia and the Pacific. 

Well-developed SP systems are large and complex 
undertakings that can become an integral part of 
the fabric of society and have important implications 
for social and economic development. SP priorities 
vary among DMCs. The selection of interventions 
will require an evaluation of the country needs, 
available resources, institutional capacity, and the 
political economy of reform. 

In response to the critical need to address 
vulnerability in development, following the 
experience of poverty reduction programs and the 
1997–1998 Asian crisis, multilateral and bilateral 
aid agencies produced varied definitions of SP. 
The World Bank definition is based on social risk 
management; the Inter-American Development 
Bank emphasizes SP as a means to address 
macroeconomic and catastrophic shocks; and the 
United Kingdom’s Department for International 
Development (DFID) uses a rights-based approach 
to define SP, with an emphasis on promoting 
integrated livelihoods. The International Labour 

Organization (ILO), which is the senior agency 
dealing with SP topics, maintains a structured view 
of social security based mostly on social insurance 
and labor standards.

ADB adopted its Social Protection Strategy (SPS) on 
13 September 2001. SP, as defined in the SPS, is a 
“set of 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 interruption/loss 
of income.” Five major components comprise 
ADB’s SPS: (i) labor markets, (ii) social insurance, 
(iii) social assistance, (iv) micro and area-based 
schemes to protect communities, and (v) child 
protection (Box 1). Projects related to these five 
components are spread, fully or partly, across 
several sectors of ADB operations. Progress with 
implementing the SPS is assessed in terms of risk 
and vulnerability reducing activities under these 
projects (ADB 2001).

The SPS committed ADB to a selective portfolio in 
SP, ensuring the following principles: 

•	 Adequate coverage. SP systems should be built 
with the ultimate objective of ensuring effective 
protection for most of the population so poverty 
and vulnerability are effectively reduced; this is a 
priority in Asia and the Pacific, as most citizens 
are excluded from any formal SP system.

•	 Targeting of vulnerable groups and gender 
issues. Where allocated public funds are limited 
and country needs are large, ADB should ensure 
that resources are targeted to those most in 
need—priority vulnerable groups identified in the 
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country’s poverty assessment. Given the status 
of women in Asia and the Pacific, gender and 
development, including positive discrimination 
policies, deserves particular attention to ensure 
inclusive social development.

•	 Sustainability and good governance. Sound 
financial management, good governance, 
and adequate institutional arrangements are 
essential to secure effective administration and 
minimize charges and impacts on the budget. 
Evaluating the distribution impacts and cost-
effectiveness of interventions helps determine 
priorities as well as economic and social benefits.

•	 Integrated approach. Establishing or consulting 
with national agencies for SP is the best 
institutional mechanism to ensure consistency 
across programs, appropriate prioritization of 
in-country SP needs, and adequate sequencing 
of reforms.

SP strategies will vary from one country to another 
as a result of differences in needs, institutions, 
and available resources. Country preferences will 
also be influenced by the political support and 
social consensus needed to implement reforms. 
An analysis of these four factors determines the SP 
priorities of a country.

Box 1 Components of ADB’s Social Protection

ADB’s social protection has five components.

•	 Labor market policies and programs designed to facilitate employment and promote the efficient operation of 
labor markets. The focus on labor adjustment and the efficient operation of labor markets recognizes that, as 
economic development proceeds, employment will become the major source of economic support for most work-
ers and their families. Improving labor market operations is an important element of strategies to reduce poverty, 
facilitate human capital development, and address gender discrimination.

•	 Social insurance programs to cushion the risks associated with unemployment, health, disability, work injury, 
and old age. Participating in labor markets exposes workers to several kinds of risks. Reducing these risks allows 
workers who have lost their jobs to search for a good alternative, removes barriers that might otherwise discourage 
workers from acquiring education and training, and helps ensure that the health and education of their children 
are not sacrificed in an economic downturn. Social insurance programs mitigate the risks by providing income 
support in the event of illness, disability, work injury, maternity, unemployment, and old age.

•	 Social assistance and welfare service programs. Social assistance and welfare services provide protection to those 
who cannot qualify for insurance payment or would otherwise receive inadequate benefits. Social assistance 
programs are designed primarily to enhance social welfare by reducing poverty directly. Programs targeted to 
younger people can also promote longer term growth and development by encouraging greater investment in 
human capital.

•	 Micro and area-based schemes to address vulnerability at the community level. Micro and area-based schemes 
provide the same sort of social protection to small-scale agriculture and urban informal sector that the more 
traditional social insurance programs supply to the labor force. Together with well-designed risk reduction ini-
tiatives such as social funds, these programs can reduce vulnerability at the community level and promote more 
sustainable rural livelihoods.

•	 Child protection to ensure the healthy and productive development of the future Asia and Pacific workforce. 
High child/adult dependency ratios indicate the need to provide for the young social protection such as early 
child development, school feeding programs, scholarships, school fee waivers, youth programs, and family 
allowances.

Source: ADB. 2001. Social Protection: Our Framework. Manila.
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Social Protection Lending Portfolio, 
1996–2008

The paper provides an overview of ADB’s 
SP lending trends. It covers the level and 
characteristics of all ADB lending operations 

for SP during 1996–2008. The presentation 
includes detail on lending by SP component, source 
of lending (OCR or ADF), region, and lending 
modality (project, program, and sector loans).

SP interventions are spread across a wide range of 
projects. Since the early 1990s, ADB has helped its 
DMCs to improve their SP systems. The share of 
SP interventions has increased noticeably in ADB’s 
portfolio since 1995 and, in particular, during 
the 1997–1998 Asian crisis and the recent global 
economic crisis. 

The projects covered reflect a wide range of SP 
interventions—labor markets, social insurance, 
social assistance, micro and area-based schemes, 
and child protection. The common element of 
these activities is the focus on helping population 
groups to manage their risks and vulnerabilities. 
The analysis of the SP lending portfolio is divided 
into two categories: SP loans (full) and loans with 
one or more SP components (partial). 

During 1996–2008, ADB provided 20 full SP loans 
(2.0% of the total loan portfolio) and 92 (9.4% 
of the loan portfolio) loans with SP components 
(Table 1). 

Lending portfolio. In terms of lending amount, 
the total for full SP projects during 1996–2008 was 
$2.3 billion (2.8% of the total lending portfolio 
for the period). Per year, the highest amount for 
SP was in 1998, with 14% of the total loans, to 
reduce risks during the 1997–1998 Asian crisis. 
This was followed by 9.5% and 5.7% in 2007 and 

2008 respectively, to reduce risks during the food 
and fuel crisis in 2007 and 2008. 

Lending modality. Full SP loans were also assessed 
based on lending modality. During 1996–2008, 
ADB provided 13 investment loans and 7 program 
loans for SP. The highest number of investment full 
SP loans was in 2008, with five projects, followed 
by three in 1998. The highest number of program 
loans on SP occurred in 1998 and 2007, each with 
two program loans.

Loans with social protection components. ADB 
provided partial SP for 92 loans,6 with the highest 
in 2008 (18 loans, 21.7%) and the lowest in 1996 

6 The data do not allow an analysis of the amount of loans allocated to SP components.

Table 1  Loans with Social Protection  
Focus, 1996–2008

Year

Number 
of Full  

SP Loans

% Share 
of Full SP 

Loans

Number 
of Partial 
SP Loans

% Share 
of Partial 
SP Loans

1996 1 1.2 2 2.3

1997 1 1.1 6 6.8

1998 5 8.5 2 3.4

1999 0 0.0 5 8.1

2000 0 0.0 11 12.8

2001 2 2.7 4 5.6

2002 1 1.2 3 3.5

2003 1 1.3 6 7.5

2004 0 0.0 9 12.2

2005 0 0.0 3 4.6

2006 0 0.0 12 16.9

2007 4 5.4 11 14.9

2008 5 6.0 18 21.7

Total 20 2.0 92 9.4

SP = social protection.
Source: Authors.
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(2 loans, 2.3%). Notably, the share of partial SP 
loans increased significantly during 2006–2008, 
ranging from 14.9% to 21.7% of the total loan 
projects (Table 1). The relatively high share of 
partial SP loans in 2008 can be attributed to the 
need to overcome the adverse effects of the triple 
crises—food, fuel, and economic crises that started 
in 2007. 

Funding source. Regarding the number and source 
of loans, 65% of full SP loans were from the ADF and 
35% from OCR. Of partial SP loans, 60.7% were from 
the ADF while 39.3% came from OCR (Figure 1). The 
highest number of ADF SP loans was in 2008, with 
12, and the lowest was in 1996, with none. The 
highest number of OCR loans for SP was in 2008, 
with 11; the lowest was in 2005, with none. There 
are more ADF than OCR SP loans because ADF is the 
preferred funding source for social sector loans.

Regional distribution. During 1996–2008, SP 
lending continued to be concentrated in Southeast 
Asia (44%). Of the six countries in the subregion that 
implemented SP loans, Indonesia had the greatest 
number, with 23, followed by the Philippines and 
Viet Nam, with 10 each. The Central and West Asia 
region and the South Asia region had a similar 
percentage of social protection lending (25% and 
23%, respectively). Collectively, these three regions 
accounted for more than 90% of all SP lending 

operations during the period. Pakistan, with 19, 
had the highest number of SP loans in the Central 
and West region; Bangladesh, with 11, had the 
highest in South Asia. East Asia and the Pacific 
accounted for less than 10% of total SP lending 
during 1996–2008 (Figure 2). 

Social protection component. During 1996–
2008, 36% of total ADB SP lending was for social 
assistance interventions, including welfare and 
social services to highly vulnerable sections of the 
population and cash or in-kind transfers, including 
CCTs for health and education. Next was labor 
market, with 19%; micro and area-based schemes, 
with 17%; child protection, 16%; and social 
insurance, 12% (Figure 3).

Social assistance. Conceptually, social assistance 
is defined as noncontributory transfer programs 
targeted in some manner to poor people and 
people vulnerable to poverty and economic 
shock. The common social assistance programs, 
such as cash interventions, include programs that 
provide transfer in cash, whether they are means 
tested (such as need-based income-support 
programs) or categorical (such as child allowance, 
noncontributory pensions for the elderly, and 
disability benefits). Social assistance also includes 
CCTs, which are increasingly popular instruments to 
help poor families conditional on certain behavior, 
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such as ensuring that the children regularly attend 
school and receive adequate preventive health 
care. CCTs aim at reducing poverty in the short term 
through cash transfers and promote investments in 
human capital that encourage the use of health 
and education facilities. Box 2 provides an example 
of successful applications of CCTs. 

During 1996–2008, a majority of the SP loans 
dealt with social assistance providing much-
needed welfare and social services to the poor and 
vulnerable groups in Asia and the Pacific, particularly 
during the 1997–1998 Asian crisis and the 2008 

food price crisis. This demonstrates ADB’s ability to 
provide timely and relevant assistance to resource-
constrained DMCs and help DMCs mitigate the 
impact of crisis. During the 1997–1998 Asian crisis, 
ADB reacted quickly in Indonesia by funding the 
Social Protection Sector Development Program. 
The program was used to lay the groundwork for 
major sector reforms and provided assistance in 
education, health, and nutrition in 16 Indonesian 
provinces. Box 3 provides an example of social 
assistance.

Social assistance plays a role in improving efficiency 
and growth as well as in redistributing income. 
Awareness of this role has greatly increased in recent 
years. As a result of the wider acknowledgement of 
the need for social assistance, the range of work has 
greatly increased. In the earlier years, ADB’s social 
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Box 2  Bangladesh: Secondary School 
Assistance for Females

To encourage female enrollment in secondary edu-
cation, the Bangladesh government is providing 
stipends to girls and expanding school facilities to 
accommodate increased female enrollment. Enroll-
ment figures in 2003 indicate that Bangladesh has 
achieved gender parity in secondary education 
enrollment, though dropout rates are still margin-
ally higher for girls. The government provides sti-
pend and fee support to poor girls and boys who meet 
agreed conditions of attendance and performance. 
The criteria for stipend support include (i) remain-
ing unmarried throughout the period or the balance 
period of grades 6–10, (ii) attending at least 75% of 
classes during each semester of the school year, and 
(iii) maintaining a minimum average of 45% marks 
in school examinations. 

The stipend program has been successful in increas-
ing female enrollments and meeting an important 
need for individual girls and the country. The sup-
port is in the form of tuition and fee payments, 
monthly stipends, examination expenses, and 
assistance for purchasing textbooks and learning 
materials. Water supply, sanitation, and awareness 
programs are also included. During phase 2, the 
project will be reviewed. Based on the outcome of 
the review, the program will be reoriented as needed 
to ensure its sustainability, effectiveness, and focus 
on needy students. The project will support an esti-
mated 765,000 person-years of education for girls 
during the implementation period. 

Source: ADB. 2007. Report and Recommendation of the President to the 
Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Asian Development Fund Grant to 
Bangladesh for the Second Primary Education Project. Manila.
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assistance activities mainly supported reform 
programs and usually in times of crisis. This activity 
has slowly evolved into portfolio lending in support 
of social assistance as long-run part of social policy.

Labor market. The labor market is a core 
component of SP—people’s vulnerability is reduced 
when they earn adequate wages. Preventive SP 
interventions are typically linked to measures 
that reduce risks in the labor market, notably 
unemployment, underemployment, and low wages 
due to inappropriate skills or poorly functioning 
labor markets (Holzman and Jorgensen 2000). 

Full and productive employment is one of the 
important targets of the MDGs and is critical for 
sustainable and inclusive growth. First, labor is most 
often the only asset that poor people have, and a 
growth process that is not associated with sustained 
job creation may fail to reach them. Second, a labor 
market that facilitates job creation and increases 

productivity is a key ingredient for inclusive growth. 
Improving labor market operations is an important 
element of strategies to reduce poverty, facilitate 
human capital development, and address gender 
discrimination. An improved labor market will also 
help allocate a country’s human capital resources 
to their most productive uses, enhancing general 
economic welfare and encouraging growth and 
development.

As part of ADB’s overarching goal of poverty 
reduction approved in 1999 and the Social 
Protection Strategy (2001), ADB has improved its 
understanding about how labor markets are linked 
to economic growth and the reduction of poverty, 
and how to place labor market interventions in the 
broader framework of SP. The focus on the efficient 
operation of labor markets recognizes that, as 
economic development proceeds, employment will 
become the major source of economic support for 
most workers and their families. 

Box 3 Cambodia: Food Crisis and Social Safety Net Programs

The surge in food prices since early 2008 caused the world food situation to take a dramatic turn, impacting poor and 
vulnerable people who spend a substantial part of their income on food. Poor households in the cities, smallholders, 
landless and marginal farmers who are net food buyers, and nonfood producers in rural areas who spend a large share 
of their incomes on food, are the most adversely affected. Due to the increased price of staple food, many families 
have reduced their usual three daily rice-based meals to two or less, with each consisting of less and less food. In 
2008 the Cambodia Development Research Institute studied the impact of high food prices in Cambodia and found 
that half of households surveyed reported cutting back on food consumption as a way of coping, with the poorest 
spending 70% of their household income on food. The poor are experiencing increasing economic vulnerability and 
this may threaten their nutritional status and worsen their health, which can have lasting adverse impacts. The 
government recognizes the need to immediately strengthen safety net programs for the most vulnerable people to 
cope with the drastic rise in food prices.

The food price crisis created an urgent need for the government to support and strengthen social safety nets. Social 
safety nets address social and economic needs through collective arrangements that (i) distribute income to the poor-
est and most vulnerable, with immediate impact on poverty and inequality, alleviating extreme poverty; (ii) help 
households to manage risks and shocks without having to resort to coping strategies that undermine their future 
welfare and foundations of long-term economic growth; and (iii) provide a minimum socially acceptable standard 
of living.

The government requested the Asian Development Bank to provide $35 million to finance its emergency measures 
against the impacts of soaring food and agricultural inputs prices on the poor and vulnerable groups in Cambodia.  
The emergency food assistance project provides short-term transitional support to help the government meet 
unexpectedly high expenditures for social safety nets for the poor and vulnerable affected by higher food, fuel, and 
agricultural input prices. The project finances the government’s expanded compensatory social safety nets for the 
consumption and production of food by the poor and vulnerable in selected rural areas of seven provinces in the 
Tonle Sap basin, and in selected urban slums of Phnom Penh. The project has three components: (i) compensatory 
consumption support, (ii) productivity enhancement support, and (iii) capacity development for emergency response 
to the food crisis and for project management.

Source: ADB. 2008. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Asian Development Fund Grant to the Kingdom of 
Cambodia: Emergency Food Assistance Project. Manila.
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Identifying ADB activities that are related to 
employment is not a straightforward exercise. 
Because employment is multisectoral by nature, 
activities not specifically involving the labor market 
may have important employment components. 
ADB activities specifically involving the labor market 
are identified by their themes and sectors that are 
related to employment such as vocational training, 
employment for infrastructure projects, small–
medium enterprise projects, and labor-intensive 
public works. During 1996–2008, 19% of ADB’s 
loans with SP interventions had a labor market 
component—which was the second highest 
recipient of ADB SP loans (Figure 3).

Active labor market interventions aim to put people 
to work, and passive labor market policies extend 
better protection to the labor. Active labor market 
interventions seek to generate employment directly, 
develop employment services, and enhance skills. 
Most of the loans with a labor market component 
during 1996–2008 focused on skills development, 
either through vocational and technical education 
or assistance to vulnerable groups. For example, the 
Bangladesh Skills Development Project, approved in 
2008, provided in-service training to government 
and nongovernment technical and vocational 
training programs (Box 4). 

Investment lending was ADB’s main loan instrument 
for labor market activities. Millions of people and 
thousands of enterprises benefited directly from 
labor market lending. Indirect benefits consisted 
of strengthened institutions and an improved legal 
framework as well as enhanced capacity, which 
included the construction of new training facilities.

ADB, through analytical work and support, has 
helped DMCs to address passive labor market 
policies, which include (i) unemployment 
insurance, (ii) income support, and (iii) an 
appropriate legislative framework that strikes a 
balance between economic efficiency and labor 
protection. An appropriate legislative framework 
includes provisions on issues such as minimum age, 
maximum hours and overtime, labor contracts, 
industrial relations, and antidiscrimination to 
protect women and minorities. Support for the 
core labor standards can help achieve ADB’s 

development and poverty reduction agendas, 
especially in the areas of reducing income inequality 
and inhuman working conditions.

Micro and area-based schemes. Micro and area-
based schemes provide the same sort of social 
protection to small-scale agriculture and the urban 
informal sector that the more traditional social 
insurance programs supply to the labor force. The 
type of micro and area-based schemes include 
micro-insurance, agriculture insurance, social 
funds, and disaster preparedness and management.

Micro-insurance offers the option to insure the 
poor against their main risks at affordable prices. 
It involves voluntary and contributory schemes for 
the community, handling small-scale cash flows to 
address major community risks. The primary aim of 
many of these schemes is to help their members 
meet the unpredictable burden of out-of-pocket 
expenses, such as hospital emergency, death, or 

Box 4  Bangladesh: Active Labor 
Market Program

The technical and vocational education and train-
ing (TVET) system has a large role to play in eco-
nomic growth and social development as a provider 
of (i) trained human resources to the labor market, 
and (ii) skills to those looking for employment. 
The Skills Development Project supports the gov-
ernment’s national poverty reduction strategy to 
reduce poverty and promote economic growth by 
providing market-relevant skills training, includ-
ing for the poor and disadvantaged. The project’s 
envisioned outcome is strengthened capacity of the 
TVET system to provide market-responsive, short-
term, and relevant skills training. The project has 
three key components: (i) enhanced relevance and 
access to TVET programs, (ii) improved capacity for 
good quality TVET delivery, and (iii) delivery of rel-
evant skills training. 

The project initiated reform-oriented processes 
of TVET system operations to make TVET more 
demand-driven, more flexible, and better oriented 
to serving the poor and disadvantaged. The pilot 
model on public–private sector collaboration will 
link TVET authorities and training providers with 
formal and informal employment markets, thus 
minimizing the mismatch between supply and 
demand for labor.

Source: ADB. 2008. Report and Recommendation of the President to the 
Board of Directors: Proposed Loan to the People’s Republic of Bangladesh 
for the Skills Development Project. Manila. 
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funeral expenses. Micro-insurance can provide 
social insurance at affordable prices and expanded 
coverage. Agricultural insurance is a form of 
protection available for farming communities. It is 
a financial mechanism to minimize the uncertainty 
of farm losses by pooling a large number of 
uncertainties that impact on agriculture so that the 
burden of loss can be distributed.

Meanwhile, disaster preparedness and manage-
ment is essential to help communities cope with 
and mitigate risks. Victims of catastrophes are 
usually assisted by public relief programs; however, 
given the important economic and human loss 
caused by disasters, the critical issue is to invest in 
disaster preparedness.

About 17% of ADB’s SP loans entailed micro and 
area-based schemes. Most of these interventions used 
community-based and managed social funds and 
disaster preparedness and management. Community-
based and managed social funds allow poor and 
marginalized communities to design their own plans, 
implement them, and manage project funds. 

ADB’s lending for SP also featured micro 
and area-based interventions that not only 
reduce vulnerability but also institutionalized 
empowerment mechanisms at the community 
level. The lending involved the use of social funds 
that allowed communities to decide, design, 
manage, and monitor subprojects, while providing 
them social services and employment, and to build 
their capacity to manage local development. These 
innovations are particularly beneficial to rural 
and small-scale agricultural and urban informal 
activities that are often not covered by traditional 
and formal social insurance programs. 

Social insurance. Social insurance interventions 
range from social security, unemployment 
insurance, old-age insurance, work injury 
insurance, and pension reforms to extension of 
health insurance packages in rural communities. 
As countries develop, some form of government 
intervention is needed to deal effectively with such 
risks. Family resources, even those of an extended 
family, are no longer sufficient to deal with the 

individual risks. A wide variety of approaches 
is available for structuring and operating social 
insurance programs. They may be contributory, in 
that eligibility is based on the payment of premiums 
each year, or noncontributory; and they may be 
handled by public or private sector institutions.

Most countries have evolved toward a multi-
pillar, mixed public–private system that contains 
two basic elements: (i) public programs to assure 
minimum income to the aged, unemployed, and 
other vulnerable groups; and (ii) private programs 
that encourage voluntary supplementation by 
individuals. In the case of old-age pensions, a 
second intermediate pillar is added—public or 
private programs that provide retirement benefits 
scaled to individual contributions. 

The design of a particular social insurance 
intervention involves selecting the approach that 
seems most appropriate, considering the country’s 
stage of development and its social tradition. A 
proper balance must be maintained between the 
social gains from improved protection and the 
economic losses that can occur if a system becomes 
too generous.

ADB loans with a social insurance component 
comprised 12% of the total SP loans during 1996–
2008. Most of ADB’s projects on social security 
and pension reform focused on improving the 
design and management of the existing schemes. 
Box 5 illustrates an SP loan initiating pension 
administration reforms to address increasing 
pension liabilities in India’s Assam state.

Promoting social insurance, in particular providing 
adequate pension is essential to improve equity 
and complement short-term SP. In addition to 
the challenges imposed by demographics and 
the growing informalization of work, the pension 
systems in Asia are seriously inadequate (Park 
2009). ADB should, therefore, help countries to 
design comprehensive and sustainable pension 
systems Asia. It should pay particular attention to 
gender issues, given both the different nature of 
women’s and men’s work as well as the coverage 
of the lowest income workers in the informal sector.
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Child protection. Given that children and youths 
constitute 40% of DMC populations, investing in 
child protection is of profound significance to the 
development of the region. The realities of child 
deprivation are alarming in Asia and the Pacific, 
which holds three quarters of the world’s stunted, 
underweight children. Lack of adequate protection 
can lead to undernourishment, poor health, and 
intellectual underdevelopment, which can result in 
adults with low productivity. Investment in children 
is a key factor in poverty reduction and economic 
growth. Child protection interventions can include 
early childhood development, school feeding 
programs, scholarships, fee waivers, youth programs, 
family allowances, and street children initiatives.

Loans for child protection comprised 16% of the 
total SP loans during 1996–2008 and included 
early child development, school feeding, and 
scholarships. Child protection initiatives were 
mostly components of larger interventions in 
the education sector. The largest number of 
SP loans with a child protection component was 
in the Southeast Asia region, with 12, followed by 
South Asia, with 5. Box 6 briefly describes a child 
protection component in the Kyrgyz Republic.

Notably, SP interventions in ADB’s lending portfolio 
push up the ante for inclusive growth as DMCs 
are starting to recognize that these are sound 
development investments. 

Box 5  India: Policies on Pension Administration

Assam, in northeastern India, is one of the country’s poorer states. In the 1990s, the government of Assam faced 
fiscal and governance-related structural problems. The government was burdened by rising expenditure, pension 
liabilities, and fiscal drain caused by large subsidies to loss-making public sector enterprises.

The Assam Governance and Public Resource Management Sector Development Program supports the government 
of Assam’s initiatives to stabilize and consolidate state finances to enhance growth and reduce poverty by strength-
ening governance through policy, legal, regulatory, and institutional reforms. The program helps to discontinue 
unproductive subsidies for the public sector, enable poverty-targeted subsidies, and improve the quality of public 
expenditures.

A key component of the program is the pension administration reform, supporting a two-pronged approach to the 
issue of mounting pension liabilities. First, the government of Assam was to mitigate the liabilities by moving from 
a defined benefit pension scheme to a defined contribution scheme for employees joining the government after 
1 February 2005. Second, the government was to create an employee database and a pensioners’ database to permit 
an actuarial valuation of pension liabilities of employees who joined the government before 1 February 2005 and 
pensioners. This was to enable the government to formulate its revenue and expenditure policies accordingly.

The government has since adopted a defined contribution pension scheme. The government included in the budget 
for fiscal year 2008 its contribution to the defined contribution pension scheme. The employees’ database, pension-
ers’ database, and the valuation of pension liabilities have been finalized and will form the basis for reform actions. 
The program’s subprogram II (2008–2010) supports the government’s implementation of the defined contribution 
pension scheme.

Source: ADB. 2008. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Technical Assistance Grant to India for the Assam 
Governance and Public Resource Management Sector Development Program (Subprogram II). Manila. 
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Box 6  Kyrgyz Republic: Community-Based Early Childhood Development

The Community-Based Early Childhood Development Project aims to enhance the development of young children 
between birth and 8 years of age, by providing holistic interventions for improving health, nutrition, and psycho-
social development in the 12 poorest districts. In addition to interventions in health, nutrition, and education, the 
project pays special attention to building the capacity of the village authorities and communities to plan, improve, 
and sustain child development. The project is seen to directly enhance the development of children and their future 
productivity. The project also aims to improve the cost efficiency of early education programs by introducing alter-
native community-based models to complement formal preschools, and by improving child care at home.

The project has three major components: 

(i) child health and nutrition, which includes universal coverage of immunization, case management of major 
childhood morbidities, improvement of primary health care posts, and prevention of iron-deficiency anemia; 

(ii) early childhood care and education, which includes greater access of poor children to preschool programs, 
including state-run preschools and community preschool programs, improvement in the quality of grade 1 
education, and improvement in the quality of child care at home; and 

(iii) capacity building, which covers the development of local governments’ and communities’ capacities to plan, 
implement, and monitor early childhood development activities, and improves collection of community and 
central government data and monitoring of development indicators for children 0–8 years of age.

Direct beneficiaries of the project are about 148,000 children 0–8 years of age in the 12 poorest districts. In addition, 
support for immunization will benefit all infants in the country. 

Source: ADB. 2003. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan and Technical Assistance Grant to Kyrgyz Republic for the 
Community-Based Early Childhood Development Project. Manila. 
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Social Protection Nonlending 
Portfolio, 1996–2008

In addition to lending to SP loans, knowledge 
products, regional cooperation, and innovative 
pilot projects, ADB supports SP through JFPR  
and technical assistance projects (PPTA, RETA,  
and ADTA).

This section summarizes SP nonlending interven-
tions (grants and TA) during 1996–2008, classified 
by SP component, region, and sector. As for loans, 
SP grants and TA interventions are categorized as 
full SP projects and those with SP components.

Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction

The JFPR data covered by this report were from 
its inception in 2000 through 2008.7 During the 
period, out of the total 113 JFPR projects, 22 (19%) 
were SP grants and 29 (26%) were grants with SP 
components. 

The JFPR was started in 2000, with five grants, two 
of which were for SP (Table 2). Both grants were 
implemented in Southeast Asia. The years with the 
highest share of JFPR SP grants were in 2002, with 
62.5% of the total grants approved, and 2007, 
with 77%. In 2003, only 1 of the 9 JFPR grants 
approved had SP and it was a partial SP.

Amounts for SP grants totaled $33.1 million 
(11.2% of the total JFPR grants) during 2000–2008.  
Funding for SP grants was highest in 2007, at 
63.5%, followed by 2008, at 32.9% (Figure 4). A 
majority (54%) of the funding for SP grants in 2007 
was for labor market support, either for direct 
employment generation or skills development. 

Regional distribution. During 2000–2008, most 
JFPR SP grants were to Southeast Asia, which 
received 18 (35%), followed by Central and West 
Asia, with 12 (23%). The Pacific region had the least, 
with 2%. Figure 5 shows the regional distribution of 
SP grants. At the country level, Mongolia, in the East 
Asia region, received the biggest share during the 
period, with 10 projects mostly for social assistance; 
second was Viet Nam, in Southeast Asia, with 
6 projects, dealing mainly with child protection.

In terms of components, 51% of SP grants had 
social assistance as the key element—primarily 
welfare and social services initiatives; 18% had child 

Table 2  Japan Fund for Poverty  
Reduction Grants with Social 
Protection Focus, 2000–2008

Year

Number 
of JFPR 
Full SP 
Grants

% Share 
of JFPR 
Full SP 
Grants

Number 
of JFPR 

Partial SP 
Grants

% Share 
of JFPR 

Partial SP 
Grants

2000 1 20.0 1 20.0

2001 1 12.5 3 37.5

2002 3 18.8 7 43.8

2003 0 – 1 11.1

2004 1 6.7 2 13.3

2005 2 11.1 4 22.2

2006 0 – 6 37.5

2007 8 61.5 2 15.4

2008 6 46.2 3 23.1

Total 22 19.5 29 25.7

JFPR = Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction, SP = social protection.
Note: Details may not add up to total due to rounding.
Source: Authors.

7 See footnote 4.
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protection, primarily for early child development; 
and 16% had labor markets, mainly for skills 
development and direct employment generation.8 
Figure 6 shows the distribution of JFPR grants by 
SP component.

The JFPR provided 28 SP grants during 2000–2008, 
with social assistance elements ranging from 
community interventions on HIV and AIDS and social 
infrastructure and livelihood to specific projects for 

poor women and children. Eight of the SP grants 
were in Southeast Asia and seven were in South Asia. 

A total of 10 SP grants with focus on child protection 
were implemented in Southeast Asia, Central and 
West Asia, and South Asia. The 10 comprised 
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8 SP projects typically address one of the five components defined by ADB, although some projects address two or more SP 
components.
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interventions in early childhood development and 
specialized assistance to girl street children, ethnic 
minority youth, children with disabilities, and 
conflict-affected families and children.

Nine SP grants for labor market support were 
implemented in the East Asia, South Asia, Central 
and West Asia, Southeast Asia, and Pacific 
regions. The nine grants mainly pertained to direct 
employment generation and skills development 
and training. Five of the grants were implemented 
in 2007. During the period covered, seven grants 
had a micro and area-based scheme component, 
three of which had community-managed social 
funds as a key fey feature, and two were for disaster 
preparedness and management. One JFPR grant 
with a social insurance element was implemented 
in 2000 in the Philippines.

From 2000 through 2008, more than 45% of 
the JFPR grants were for SP. Total funding for 
full SP grants amounted to $33.08 million, 
mainly for welfare and social services and labor 
skills development. JFPR SP initiatives tend to 
be highly focused (e.g., for assisting girl street 
children, poor disabled persons, road workers, 
poor women vendors, and marginalized ethnic 
minority groups). 

The range of JFPR SP initiatives included promoting 
life and employment skills among Afghan 
refugees and displaced persons, generating 
rural employment through community revolving 
funds for civil works in Cambodia, and providing 
sanitation to poor urban settlements in Papua New 
Guinea. The types of SP grant projects illustrates 
the breadth of interventions for providing direct 
relief to poor and vulnerable people by developing 
services and facilities, pilot testing employment 
projects and programs, and reinforcing social 
safety nets. These interventions are designed to 
reduce risk and vulnerability and directly support 
DMCs’ poverty reduction measures.

Technical Assistance

TA initiatives are categorized as advisory (ADTA), 
project preparatory (PPTA), and regional (RETA). 

The highest number of full SP TA projects was  
in 2008, with 20, or 6.5% of the total for that 
year. The lowest was in 1996, with none. For 
partial SP TA, the highest number was in 2007, 
with 28 (11.3%), followed by 2008, with 26 
(8.5%). During 1996–2008, the total number of 
full SP TA projects was 104 (2.7% of the total for 
the period) and the total of partial SP TA projects 
reached 118 (3.2%). 

By regional distribution, Southeast Asia, with 35%, 
had the biggest share of full SP TA projects. This 
was followed by South Asia, with 25%; Central and 
West Asia, with 21%; East Asia, with 14%; and the 
Pacific, with 5% (Figure 7). Southeast Asia had its 
highest number of SP TA projects in 2008, with 22, 
as did South Asia, with 18. 

Regarding the type of TA, ADB provided 127 ADTAs, 
57 PPTAs, and 38 RETAs for SP (Figure 8). The 
highest number of SP ADTA projects was in 2008, 
with 23 (7.5% of the TA projects in the same year) 
mostly for social assistance and labor markets, and 
the highest number of SP PPTA projects, with 10 
(3.3% of the total). The highest number of SP RETA 

Table 3  Share of Technical Assistance 
with Social Protection

Year

Number 
of Full 
SP TAs

% Share 
of Full 
SP TAs

Number 
of Partial 
SP TAs 

% Share 
of Partial 
SP TAs

1996 0 0.0 3 1.1

1997 11 3.8 3 1.0

1998 12 4.9 3 1.2

1999 6 1.9 6 1.9

2000 7 2.3 2 0.6

2001 7 2.8 5 1.9

2002 6 1.8 8 2.5

2003 14 4.4 9 2.9

2004 7 2.1 12 3.6

2005 1 0.3 7 2.3

2006 3 1.1 6 2.3

2007 10 4.0 28 11.3

2008 20 6.5 26 8.5

Total 104 2.7 118 3.2

SP = social protection, TA = technical assistance.
Source: Authors.
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projects was in 2007, with 14 (5.6% of the total 
during the year). 

Total amount for full SP TA during 1996–2008 was 
$66.4 million, 2.7% of the total funding for TA. Full 
SP ADTA amounted to $49.8 million, full SP PPTA 
totaled $9.6 million, and $7.1 million was allocated 
for full SP RETA. The highest amount provided for 
full SP TA was in 2008, with $14.4 million (Figure 9). 
The peaks in 2008 and 1998 can be attributed to 

ADB’s support to reduce risks from the 1997–1998 
Asian crisis and food and fuel crisis in 2008.

Social assistance and social insurance components 
accounted for more than 50% of the total number 
of SP TA projects (full and those with components); 
20% had labor market elements, 13% were for child 
protection, and 12% were for micro and area-based 
schemes. Most of the social assistance initiatives 
were for welfare and social services; social insurance 
projects focused on social security and pensions, 
unemployment benefits, and health insurance.

TA interventions allowed pilot testing of new SP 
approaches. SP TA for social assistance supported 
innovations in the provision of welfare and social 
services to poor and isolated communities. From 
enhancing the poor’s access to microfinance 
services to promoting pro-poor and gender 
responsive social services, SP TA provided an array 
of interventions focusing on efficient targeting and 
inclusivity. One of the more innovative interventions 
is the use of information and communication 
technology for community health (Box 7).

The considerable number and amount of SP TA 
projects implemented during 1996–2008 reflect a 

Figure 8 Social Protection Technical Assistance Projects by Type, 1996–2008

ADTA = advisory technical assistance, PPTA = project preparatory technical assistance, RETA = regional technical assistance, TA = technical assistance.
Source: Authors.
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Figure 9  Amount of Full Social Protection Technical Assistance by Type, 1996–2008

ADTA = advisory technical assistance, PPTA = project preparatory technical assistance, RETA = regional technical assistance, SP = social protection, TA = technical assistance.
Source: Authors.
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Box 7  Lao People’s Democratic Republic: Information and Communications 
Technology for Improving Rural Health

The government has built a rural network of health staff in district hospitals, health centers, village health workers, 
and, increasingly, peer educators, for delivering health services to small and scattered populations. While support 
systems are in place, communication problems, especially during the rainy season, result in health staff, village 
health workers, and peer educators working in relative isolation. The provincial capacity for providing quality in-
service training and skills-training materials for rural health workers is limited. 

The technical assistance project, Piloting Community e-Centers for Better Health, expects to employ information 
and communications technology services for improving health conditions in rural communities. In each targeted 
province, the project supports the establishment of a small network with an e-center in four district hospitals and 
four health centers with internet dial-up connections that can also connect to the provincial health office and hos-
pital. A website will be developed for the pilot test to upload and update health-related content and services, as well 
as to disseminate other relevant information. The project will result in (i) a pilot tested network of eight e-centers in 
each of the two pilot provinces; (ii) interactive CD-ROMs for health promotion and skills training for e-health ser-
vices with local content; (iii) operational and well-managed e-centers; (iv) documented key lessons from evaluation 
of e-centers and e-health service implementation; (v) a website for e-health content and dissemination; (vi) improved 
literacy in information and communications technology for health staff in district hospitals and health centers, 
village health workers, and peer educators; and (vii) better understanding of targeted health services and practices.

Source: ADB. 2008. Technical Assistance to Lao People’s Democratic Republic for Piloting Community e-Centers for Better Health. Manila. 

wide range of initiatives, including policy and systems 
development on social security and pension reforms; 
capacity building for SP, primary health care, and 
education; and support for disaster management and 

preparedness. Policy and strategy papers, analytical 
tools, and models were produced to strengthen 
SP mechanisms in DMCs. Several TA projects were 
attached to loans and grants with social components. 
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The 1997–1998 Asian crisis and the 2008 food 
crisis prompted DMCs to review and revise their 
SP systems and programs. In particular, Central 
and West Asia countries, whose SP systems were 
inherited from the former Soviet Union, used TA 
to amend their SP frameworks and programs and 
make them relevant to the times. 

The main challenge for the DMCs is to sustain the 
gains and instill the lessons learned from the TA 
interventions on SP considering that the region is 
reeling from the impact of the global economic 
slowdown. 

Regional Distribution of 
Social Protection Assistance

Table 4 shows the distribution of SP financing 
among ADB’s regions.

Southeast Asia. During 1996–2008, Southeast 
Asia had the highest number of full SP loans and 
those with SP components. In the region, Indonesia 
received the most SP loans (23), followed by the 
Philippines (10) and Viet Nam (10). Southeast Asia 

had the most JFPR full and partial SP grants during 
2000–2008 as well as SP TA during 1996–2008. 
Grant projects consisted of community interventions 
on HIV and AIDs, social infrastructure, and livelihood 
as well as projects for women and children. In the 
region, Viet Nam received the most grant projects 
(6), primarily relating to child protection.

Central and West Asia. The region had the second 
biggest share of SP lending during the study period. 
Pakistan received the most SP loans (19), in the 
region, which also had the second largest share of 
JFPR full and partial SP grants during 2000–2008. 
Central and West Asia ranked third in share of TA 
received during 1996–2008. 

South Asia. The region ranked third in share of SP 
loans during 1996–2008. In the region, Bangladesh 
had the most loans (11). South Asia received the 
second lowest share of JFPR SP grants during 
2000–2008, but had the second to the highest 
share of SP TA during 1996–2008.

East Asia. East Asia received only 6% of the SP 
loans during 1996–2008, second to the lowest 
among the regions. But the region had the third 
highest share of JFPR SP grants during 2000–2008. 
Mongolia received the most grant projects (10). 
East Asia had only 14% of ADB’s SP TA projects. 

Pacific. The Pacific received the lowest concentration 
of SP lending, TA, and JFPR grants. 

With the growing demand for SP assistance as 
a result of the economic, financial, and social 
constraints, ADB needs to continue its efforts to 
serve the region’s needs efficiently and effectively, 
in accordance with its Social Protection Strategy. 
Effective SP policies and programs help the benefits 
of economic growth reach the poor and vulnerable, 
thereby contributing to the achievement of ADB’s 
overarching goal of poverty reduction. 

Table 4  Regional Shares of ADB Financing 
for Social Protection (%)

Region
Loans  

(1996–2008)
JFPR  

(2000–2008)
TA  

(1996–2008)

Southeast 
Asia

44 35 35

Central and 
West Asia

25 23 21

South Asia 23 19 25

East Asia 6 22 14

Pacific 2 2 5

ADB = Asian Development Bank, JFPR = Japan Fund for Poverty Reduction, 
SP = social protection, TA = technical assistance.
Source: Authors.
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Social Protection Pipeline, 2009–2011

Lending

As of August 2009, ADB had 30 SP loan projects in 
the indicative pipeline for 2009–2011. Of the total, 
7 (23%) are full SP projects and 23 (77%) are partial 
SP projects (Figure 10). Thus, most of the proposed 
SP loan projects include only a component related 
to SP.

By regional distribution, 43% of full SP loan 
projects are for Southeast Asia, with 29% each are 
for South Asia and East Asia (Figure 11). More than 
50% of the partial SP loan projects in the pipeline 
are for Southeast Asia and 17% are for South Asia, 
with the Pacific and Central and West Asia 
accounting for 13% each. 

Figure 11  Pipeline Loans with Social Protection Focus by ADB Regional Department,  
2009–2011

CWRD= Central and West Asia Department, EARD= East Asia Department, PARD= Pacific Department, SARD= South Asia Department, SERD= Southeast Asia Department.
Source of basic data: Asian Development Bank Project Processing Information System, August 2009.
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About 57% of the full SP loans are considered social 
assistance projects (Figure 12). The remaining full 
SP loans have multicomponents (29%) or for child 
protection (14%). Of the partial SP loans, 48% 
include a labor market component, and 4% have 
multicomponents.

Given current trends, country needs, and other 
factors pertaining to social assistance, an active SP 
portfolio is anticipated. The portfolio may be more 
balanced regionally with the growing interest in 
social assistance, particularly in CCTs. In Southeast 
Asia, ADB has been working very actively on CCTs 
in recent years, which may continue and translate 
into lending.

Technical Assistance

As of August 2009, the indicative TA pipeline for 
2009–2011 included 60 SP TA projects, of which 
19 (32%) are full and 41 (68%) are partial SP TA 
projects (Figure 13). TA projects comprised the 
largest number in the total SP portfolio of pipeline 

projects for 2009–2011. The amount allocated 
for SP TA projects is about $44.7 million, which 
is much lower than the amount for proposed SP 
loans and grants.

By regional distribution, about 31% of full SP TA 
projects are for Southeast Asia, and 16% are for 

Figure 12  Pipeline Loans with Social Protection Focus by Component, 2009–2011
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Figure 14  Number of Social Protection Technical Assistance Projects by Department, 
Pipeline 2009–2011
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Source of basic data: Asian Development Bank Work Program and Budget Framework, August 2009.
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East Asia (Figure 14). TA under the Regional and 
Sustainable Development Department and the 
Economics Research Department together account 
for 27% of the full SP TA projects in the pipeline. 
Southeast Asia has the largest share of partial SP 
TA in the pipeline, at 39%, and South Asia is next 
with 17%.

Figure 15 shows that about 42% of the full SP TA 
projects are for social assistance. Projects with two 
or more SP components account for 26% of full 
and 5% of partial SP projects. About 39% of the 
partial SP projects have a labor market component, 
with 24% having social assistance, and 22% have a 
micro and area-based component. 
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Knowledge Products and Analytical 
and Advisory Activities on  
Social Protection

ADB develops knowledge products to 
enhance information on SP in the region. 
During 2003–2011, ADB produced more 

than 60 SP-related publications. Many pertained 
to the labor market (49%), social assistance (18%), 
and social insurance (14%) (See Appendix). Some of 
the SP publications in 2008 and 2009 were linked 
to the impacts of the economic crisis to vulnerable 
groups such as the workers in the informal sector 
and the poor in general. Studies were also geared 
toward improving pension and welfare systems in 
some DMCs and the importance of social assistance 
and CCTs, which reflects the needs arising from the 
food and economic crises that swept the region.

Many ADB publications offered policy guidance to 
policymakers and stakeholders in the region in the 
area of SP. A special chapter of Key Indicators in 2005 
(ADB 2005), highlighted the need to strengthen SP 
in the region, and that provision of which cannot 
be delayed until the economies become richer. While 
strengthening SP may require additional resources, 
evidence has shown that innovative strategies and 
well-focused, results-oriented policy making such  
as those scholarships for girls, CCTs, and school 
health programs help overcome resource constraints 
(ADB 2006a). 

This was reaffirmed in the 2007 Key Indicators, 
further indicating that the traditional rationale for 
SP, i.e. providing social assistance to vulnerable 
groups with no means of support or as a coping 
mechanism, remains relevant (ADB 2007). Also, 
it noted that growing evidence point that SP, 
through investment in human capital, also enables 
vulnerable individuals to seize opportunities to 
participate in potentially high-return activities. A 
well-designed SP system also enables the labor 
markets to function better by helping workers cope 

better with risks through labor market policies and 
programs.

In 2008, ADB published the results of its study on 
social protection index (SPI). The SPI was a tool 
developed to measure the extent to which Asian 
and Pacific countries provide welfare, labor market, 
social insurance, social assistance, child protection, 
and health support programs to their citizens, 
especially those living below the poverty line. The 
study concluded that even poor countries can 
afford basic SP such as financing health care, cash 
transfers to the poor, and child protection. 

Dissemination of knowledge on SP has also been made 
possible through regional workshops. The latest were 
the High Level Regional Conference on the Impact 
of the Global Economic Slowdown on Poverty and 
Sustainable Development in Asia and the Pacific (Hanoi, 
September 2009) and the Regional Workshop on Social 
Assistance and Conditional Cash Transfer Programs 
(Manila, July 2009). The two-day workshop on social 
assistance and CCTs concluded that: (i) social protection 
is not merely a cost or a rescue package for the poor 
and vulnerable against the impacts of economic 
downturn. More importantly, it is an investment in the 
future for the development of human capital and a tool 
for poverty reduction; (ii) social assistance experience is 
rich in the Asian and Pacific region. Exchanges during 
the workshop validated that most countries in the 
region have some form of social assistance, especially 
during economic downturns, and that CCTs are fast 
becoming a popular tool in the region; and (iii) CCTs 
are an important tool in the arsenal of social protection 
measures and can find high relevance in the region. 
There are, however, design and policy considerations in 
determining which SP programs are most appropriate 
and packages will have to be tailored to the needs, 
supply, and capacity of countries.
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Supporting Social Protection Through 
Strategic Partnerships with International 
Organizations and Labor Unions

When implementing ADB’s Social Protec-
tion Strategy (SPS), strategic alliances 
should be considered to avoid duplica-

tion of efforts, mobilize additional resources, and 
ensure coordination of development interventions 
in DMCs. Coordinated development efforts are 
important to sustain the success of SP programs. 
Among the actions identified in the SPS is the 
formalization of a memorandum of agreement  
between ADB and the ILO.

ADB–ILO Collaboration

In May 2002, ADB and the ILO signed a 
memorandum of understanding to facilitate 
collaboration between them on matters of common 
interest and to establish an operational framework 
and practical modalities for their cooperation. The 
framework and modalities that the two agencies 
focus on include (i) the exchange of relevant 
information, documentation, studies, research, 
and best practices; (ii) consultations between 
ADB and the ILO on ADB country strategies and 
assistance plans; (iii) continued ILO contributions 
to ADB when ADB develops SP interventions; and 
(iv) ADB assistance to the ILO in, e.g., developing 
decent work country programs. 

Since 2002, ADB and the ILO have engaged in 
formal and informal consultations regarding areas 
of collaboration. They also collaborated in three 
loans, two grants, and six TA projects during 2002–
2008. The ILO became a partner with ADB in its 
projects, including (i) conducting a study on rural 
road maintenance in the Philippines, (ii) helping to 
strengthen local capacity for road construction and 
providing technical advice to contractors in a road 
project in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 

(iii) being the executing agency for the improving 
labor standards project, and (iv) providing technical 
inputs to studies. 

ADB and the ILO collaborated in knowledge product 
creation and capacity building activities. The ILO 
provided technical contributions to key documents 
such as Interacting with Workers’ Organization: 
A Primer for ADB Staff (ADB 2009); Core Labor 
Standards Handbook (ADB 2006b); Social 
Protection Index for Committed Poverty Reduction 
(ADB 2006c); and Labor Markets in Asia: Promoting 
Full, Productive, and Decent Employment, a special 
chapter in ADB’s Key Indicators (2005).

On 20 February 2009, ADB and the ILO co-
hosted the High-level Forum Responding to the 
Economic Crisis. At a series of technical working 
group meetings on 20 February and 29 May 
2009, steps for enhancing the implementation 
of the memorandum of understanding between 
ADB and the ILO were discussed. Past and current 
collaborations were discussed and areas of 
collaboration for 2009–2010 were identified. 

Workers’ Organizations

Workers’ organizations or more well-known as 
labor unions are recognized as major stakeholders 
in some ADB-funded projects. Both ADB and 
worker’s organizations aim at reducing poverty, 
promoting employment-generating growth, 
creating and strengthening SP systems, promoting 
transparency, fostering equity, and improving the 
status of women. Moreover, workers’ organizations, 
as members of civil society, are concerned about 
social policy and serve as voices in social debates on 
poverty reduction and social development.
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Social dialogues and consultations with workers’ 
organizations are now woven into ADB’s 
consultation and participation activities. Dialogue 
between ADB and Public Services International 
(PSI) has been ongoing since 2005. During 2006–
2008, the ADB–PSI dialogue included issues of 
labor and the quality of public services in general 
and pertained to specific projects and sectors, 
such as (i) power sector development in India, 
Pakistan, and the Philip pines; (ii) development of 
a gas pipeline in Papua New Guinea; (iii) water 
sector development projects in general as well 
as specifically in Indonesia and the Philippines; 
and (v) health sector activities in the Philippines. 
In 2007, 2008, 2009, and 2010 at its annual 
meeting, ADB organized panel discussions with PSI 
on the application of core labor standards in ADB’s 
operations.

Dialogue between ADB and the International 
Trade Union Confederation Regional Organisation 
for Asia-Pacific (ITUC–AP) commenced in 2001 
(with ITUC’s predecessor). During 2007–2008, 
ADB staff members participated in training ITUC–
AP workshops on issues and impacts of lending 
operations of international financial institutions. 
ADB and ITUC–AP met early in 2008 to set the 

stage for further meetings and dialogues with 
international financial institutions, with ITUC–AP 
especially interested in discussing application of 
core labor standards, deregulation, privatization, 
labor markets, and the decent work program.

On 27 May 2009, ADB held a first “unified” dialogue 
with the ITUC and global union federations. The 
dialogue focused on the global economic crisis and 
its impact on workers, flexible labor market policies 
and decent work, and the policies and practices 
of donor-funded projects on labor. ADB and the 
workers’ organizations also agreed on follow-up 
steps to enhance cooperation with them, including 
supporting studies on gender, the labor market, 
and export-oriented industries.

In 2010, ADB maintained an active dialogue with 
worker’s organizations. The ADB-labor dialogue 
took place at different levels within the ADB, 
and involved various departments and offices. 
Labor unions also participated in ADB policy 
consultations on the Public Communications Policy 
and on the Accountability Mechanism Review, 
as well as attended the Regional Conference on 
Enhancing Social Protection in Asia and the Pacific 
in April 2010.
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Summary

The study has provided stock taking of ADB 
intervention in five components of SP, i.e., social 
assistance, labor market, social insurance, micro 
and area-based scheme and child protection. The 
summary findings of this assessment are as follows:

Social assistance. Of the five SP components, 
social assistance is the most preferred in the ADB SP 
portfolio. During the study period, the largest share 
of the total ADB lending, grants, and TA for SP went 
to interventions for social assistance. The lending 
assistance included welfare and social services to 
highly vulnerable sectors of the population, and 
cash or in-kind transfers such as CCTs in health 
and education. SP grants with a social assistance 
component ranged from community interventions 
on HIV and AIDS and social infrastructure and 
livelihood, to projects specifically for poor women 
and children. TA interventions for social assistance 
supported innovations in the provision of welfare 
and social services to the poor and to isolated 
communities. 

Social assistance interventions are often preferred 
because they provide immediate relief to the 
poor and vulnerable, enabling them to cope with 
consequences of shocks as a result of disasters and 
crisis. With the increasing need for social assistance, 
ADB’s social assistance interventions have gradually 
evolved from support for reform programs into 
portfolio lending supporting social assistance as 
part of the long-term social policy. The demand 
for social assistance from DMCs affected by crisis 
and disasters is expected to continue. Interventions 
will have to be efficiently allocated to enhance 
protection of the poor and the vulnerable during 
crisis and disasters. 

Labor market. During the period under study, 
loans related to labor market comprised the 
second largest share of the overall ADB SP lending 
portfolio. Investment lending was the main loan 
instrument for labor market activities. In addition 
to the direct benefits derived from lending, indirect 
benefits consisted of strengthened institutions and 
an improved legal framework as well as enhanced 
capacity, which included the construction of new 
training facilities. In JFPR grants and TA, however, 
labor market assistance occupied the third biggest 
share among the five SP components. Grant 
assistance mainly consisted of skills development 
and direct employment generation. 

As one of the core SP components, the importance 
of addressing the concerns pertaining to the labor 
market cannot be overemphasized. Labor market 
policies and programs that promote employment 
and, more importantly, the protection of 
workers, have to be formulated and efficiently 
implemented. With the right combination of labor 
market regulations and policies, workers would 
be able to manage risks and cope with poor 
working conditions. The improvement of labor 
market operations is a good strategy to reduce 
poverty, facilitate human capital development, 
and address gender discrimination. It would also 
help allocate DMCs’ human capital resources 
to their most productive use, enhance general 
economic welfare, and encourage growth and 
development. Given the significant contribution 
of the labor market to economic growth and 
poverty reduction, continued ADB assistance 
for SP aspects of the labor market—through 
loans, TA, or grants—is imperative. Assistance to 
governments can also be provided in partnership 
or collaboration with other relevant agencies or 
organizations, such as the ILO. 
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Social insurance. The component for social 
insurance received the lowest share of ADB’s SP 
lending and grants during the study period. Social 
insurance interventions consist of social security, 
unemployment insurance, old-age insurance, work 
injury insurance, and pension reforms. Most of 
ADB’s loan projects on social security and pension 
reform focused on improving the design and 
management of schemes. In TA for SP, interventions 
on social insurance comprised a significant share—
second to the social assistance component, which 
had the highest share among the SP components. 
TA projects on social insurance dealt mainly with 
social security and pensions, unemployment 
benefits, and health insurance. 

Considering the risks associated with unemploy-
ment, ill health, disability, work-related injury, and 
old age, the availability of social insurance programs 
to vulnerable groups deserves substantial consider-
ation. The design of social insurance interventions 
has to take into account the most appropriate  
approach to suit a country’s requirements and level 
of development. Moreover, the social gains from 
improved protection and the cost of implementa-
tion must be properly balanced. 

Micro and area-based schemes. Among the 
SP components, micro and area-based schemes 
address vulnerability at the community level. Most of 
the interventions dealt with the use of community-
based and -managed social funds, and disaster 
preparedness and management. Community-
based social funds provide direct poverty relief and 
encourage skills development while contributing 
to the community’s social capital. Notably, social 
funds are currently used by local governments 
to promote good local governance and pilot test 
decentralized management and financing of small-
scale infrastructure in certain Asian countries. ADB’s 
lending for micro and area-based schemes reduced 
vulnerability and institutionalized empowerment 
mechanisms at the community level. These 
innovations specifically benefit the rural/small-scale 
agricultural and urban informal sector, which are 
usually not covered by traditional and formal social 
insurance programs. However, assistance regarding 
micro and area-based schemes comprised only a 
minimal share of the SP grants and TA portfolio. 

One of the more important interventions of micro 
and area-based schemes pertains to disaster 
preparedness and management. This intervention 
is vital because it assists communities in coping 
with and mitigating risks. Investment in disaster 
preparedness entails considerable attention to 
prevent economic and human loss. Despite the 
relatively small share that micro and area-based 
schemes have among the SP components, the 
contribution in responding to the needs and 
addressing vulnerability at the community level is 
significant. 

Child protection. During the study period, 
assistance for child protection constituted 16% of 
the total SP loans—ranking third in lending share 
among the five SP components. Interventions 
included early child development, school feeding, 
and scholarships. Most of the child protection 
initiatives were part of larger interventions in the 
education sector. Child protection interventions 
had the second highest share (18%) of total SP 
grants. The interventions include early childhood 
development and specialized assistance to girl 
street children, ethnic minority youth, children 
with disabilities, and conflict-affected families 
and children. TA for child protection comprised a 
relatively small (13%) component during the study 
period. 

Children and youth comprise 40% of DMC 
populations; hence, investing in child protection 
is essential to the development of the Asia and 
Pacific region. Evidence has shown investment in 
child protection to be an efficient and sustainable 
way to promote better opportunities and more 
equitable economic growth in the region. The 
Asia and Pacific region has three quarters of 
the world’s stunted, underweight children—an 
alarmingly high statistic. The lack of adequate 
protection can result in undernourishment, 
poor health, and intellectual underdevelopment 
of children, hampering them from becoming 
productive adults. Consequently, the focus on 
child protection has been increasing and is 
becoming particularly explicit in SP strategies. An 
integrated, holistic, and intersectoral approach 
is needed in certain areas of child protection to 
address the issues more effectively. 
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Future Trends

The interest in SP is growing across the Asia and 
Pacific region. The lessons of the financial crisis and 
some of the innovate piloting in the region have 
shown the importance and value of SP. This is a very 
positive trend as it indicates a shift in development 
thinking about SP. Previously, SP was mostly 
employed as an instrument for providing short-term 
safety nets. DMCs as well as development partners 
are increasingly recognizing that SP can help reduce 
poverty and vulnerabilities and serve as a mechanism 
for promoting human well-being in the long term.

ADB’s strategic vision and agenda outlined in 
Strategy 2020 stress the importance of inclusive 
economic growth as a precondition for successful 
poverty reduction. While sustainable economic 
growth will create and expand economic prospects 
for some poor people, it is important that all 
members of the society participate and benefit 
from growth. This recognizes that more attention, 
planning, and financing is required for designing 
SP policies and programs to facilitate broader 
access to resources and opportunities.

Some of the areas of SP that ADB will be supporting 
in the near future include:

(i) Design and implementation of innovative social 
assistance programs, for example, conditional 
and unconditional transfers. ADB has teamed 
up with the World Bank to support the design 
of a CCT project in the Philippines. The growing 
interest in CCT projects in the region means 
that the ADB’s portfolio may be more balanced 
regionally with the growing interest in social 
assistance, particularly CCTs.

(ii) ADB will continuously support DMCs’ initiatives 
that can leave the poor less vulnerable to 
idiosyncratic shocks, with programs such 
as social insurance, social assistance, health 
insurance, minimum pensions for low-income 
population, and emergency employment 
programs that especially include the most 
vulnerable groups.

(iii) One of the key tasks for policymakers in the 
region is to design and strengthen social 

protection systems to provide income support 
to the growing number of older persons. The 
problem of rapid aging of the population in 
the Asia and Pacific region has profound public 
policy implications. ADB has been involved 
in operational, analytical, and knowledge 
dissemination work related to aging and social 
protection. ADB will be launching a new study 
to offer a policy road map for designing and 
developing social protection systems to help 
reduce vulnerability and poverty of old-age 
individuals.

(iv) ADB will work on measuring the effectiveness 
and efficiency of social protection measures 
in the region. In 2008, ADB’s publication on 
SPI provided a glimpse of how countries in the 
region are addressing SP. ADB is planning to 
continue the work on designing methodology 
for monitoring and evaluation progress in SP 
through a new SP Index Initiative. 

There is also a need to support interventions that 
can tackle exclusion, discrimination and stigma 
to protect women and minority populations. 
Development actors need to work with 
governments to engage with policies and develop 
legal and regulatory frameworks, to tackle some of 
the systemic bottlenecks to equity and citizenship 
rights. 

Enhancing Collaboration. ADB and ILO 
collaboration has been valuable for advancing the 
objectives of SP. On 29 May 2009, ADB and ILO 
agreed to enhance cooperation in areas of mutual 
interest, such as addressing the social impacts of 
the global economic crisis and the challenges of 
climate change and green jobs. 

ADB’s dialogue with workers’ organizations also 
helped identify steps toward enhancing consulta-
tion and cooperation, such as: (i) facilitating par-
ticipation of workers’ organizations in the country 
partnership strategies preparation; (ii) encouraging 
partnerships with global union federations on ca-
pacity development and knowledge sharing; and 
(iii) encouraging more active participation of ADB 
resident missions at subregional and country-level 
forums and dialogues. 
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