
 

 

Universal social protection in the context of the SDGs – where are we now? 
(18 July, 2019) 

- Questions and comments from the audience – 

 

#1 I would like to know which country in the world is the first in Universal social protection and 

how we can learn from it? (From Boukari Ouedraogo, Technical Adviser Child Sensitive Social 

protection - Save the Children, Burkina Faso)  

This question was addressed live. Watch here.  

 

#2 While social protection systems are being implemented and expanded in many countries, we 

are noticing the rise of global political challenges that include low economic growth and a 

backlash against human rights, even in developed countries. Do you feel that the current global 

political moment increases the difficulties in establishing USP or helps to make a case for it? 

(From Patricia Cavallari – IPC-IG, Brazil)  

This question was addressed live. Watch here. 

 

#3 Do you see the Africa Community of Practice on Cash Transfers/Social Protection a strategic 

tool for implementing the World Bank SP strategy? This question is directed to Anush. (From 

Gabriel Fernandez)  

This question was addressed live. Watch here.  

 

#4 The Dynamic Delivery Systems depicts a typical case of a social assistance programme. How 

can it be adapted to contributory programmes? (From Paul Mondoa Ngomba)  

Anush Bezhanyan: Contributory programs, in particular for the informal sector, can be designed 

to be flexible such that people can pay contributions when they have resources to put in the 

system.  Unlike the formal sector, there is no formal employee-employer relationship/contract 

in the informal sector. When the system is supported by technology (e.g. mobile money and 

digital platforms), people can make contributions from wherever they want and whenever they 

want which makes the contributory scheme dynamic. 

 

#5 On inclusivity, you mentioned covering persons in the informal economy. Over 80% of the 

workforce in Africa are in the informal economy and not covered by social protection/systems. 

Over the years many countries in Africa have attempted to extend social security coverage to 

the informal economy, but very little progress has been achieved to date - people in the 
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informal economy remain uncovered and vulnerable. What could be wrong with the various 

social protection systems in Africa? What is it that can be done differently to achieve social 

security coverage extension in the informal economy, particularly in Africa? (From Shepherd 

Muperi)  

Anush Bezhanyan: Coverage of the existing social security/pension programs are limited to the 

formal sector which comprises employees in the public sector, state enterprises, and large 

private companies, resulting in stubbornly low pension coverage among the elderly in the 

region. Existing pension schemes rely on a formal employee-employer contract which does not 

exist in the informal sector. Informality represents distinctive issues in the provision of 

retirement income that cannot be addressed merely by extending conventional pension systems 

to these workers. Different solutions are needed to tackle the unique characteristics of this 

group, some members of which may have the potential to save, but not sufficiently to 

participate in traditional contributory pension systems. For a pension scheme for the informal 

sector, one key characteristic should be that scheme does not rely on a formal employer-

employee relationship which contrasts with formal sector pension plans based on formal 

employment contracts. For further information please see: Guven, Melis. July 2019.  Extending 

Pension Coverage to the Informal Sector in Africa. World Bank Social Protection and Jobs 

Discussion Paper     

 

#6 You made mention of universality being "having access to benefits as contingencies fall due". 

How does social insurance play the role of social protection where eligibility conditions, say 

minimum contribution periods, are not satisfied? (From Paul Mondoa Ngomba) 

Valérie Schmitt: Indeed, universality includes effective access to social protection, and indeed 

there may be cases where people do not (yet) fulfil the minimum contribution periods to be 

eligible for full social insurance benefits. In some countries, social insurance schemes foresee 

minimum guaranteed benefits that are being provided in such cases by the social insurance 

institution itself, in other countries people may be eligible for a social assistance benefit. In fact, 

guaranteeing at least a basic level of social security for all is the core objective of a nationally-

defined social protection floor.  

Many countries are currently working on closing gaps in protection, including reducing 

fragmentation and eliminating potential risks of exclusion. For example, some countries are 

merging existing schemes into a unified scheme that covers all sectors and workers, including 

not only employees, but also self-employed workers, and allow combining wage employment 

and self-employment (for example in Costa Rica); adapting schemes to the characteristics of the 

workers (e.g. taking into account seasonality for agricultural workers, as in Brazil); enhancing 

portability of social security entitlements across schemes, for instance through a uniform system 

of social security numbers that facilitates the identification of workers (e.g. smart card in the 

Philippines); or introducing mechanisms to facilitate social security coverage and access to social 

security for migrant workers. 
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#7 Thank you for the 2 great presentations. My question is to Anush: I wonder if universality of 

social protection means neglecting differences? For example, in Turkey, Roma women and 

Turkish women are covered by the same programme but Roma women are negatively impacted 

by the same social protection. How can we help Roma women in Turkey with the universality 

principle? Thank you so much. (From Elif Araz) 

Anush Bezhanyan: For vulnerable groups like Roma women, in addition to the universal social 

protection provided to everyone, tailored interventions through case management could be 

provided as they most of the time need support beyond cash. This focused approach could help 

understand the barriers to access to services by these populations and help design interventions 

to remove these barriers. 

 

#8 In some countries like Liberia the social query is limited to social insurance. How do you 

ensure that social assistance is captured especially for those in the informal sector? (From 

Gabriel Fernandez) 

Anush Bezhanyan: In addition to social insurance (which is limited to the formal private sector 

and public sector through NASSCORP), Liberia is working on building its social safety net system.  

Given high levels of poverty and vulnerability to various types of shocks, poor human capital 

outcomes, and youthful demographics, there is a need to prioritize investments in social 

protection and jobs in Liberia. Three key priorities include: (i) accelerate the process of building 

the social safety net delivery system that can support expansion of coverage to all extreme poor; 

(ii) contribute to human capital accumulation of the poor households and link them with 

productive employment; and (iii) improve labor market outcomes of youth. 

 

#9 Thank you very much for this useful and important webinar. My question is regarding WBG 

and SDGs. From a legal perspective, where is the position of International social security 

standards in the WBG viewpoint? I think WBG should solve this legal gap. (From Younes 

Charbgoo) 

Anush Bezhanyan: The World Bank is fully supportive of the SDGs and we are working together 

with partners to assist countries with achieving the SDGs, in particular the target 1.3 – 

‘’Implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for all, including 

floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable”. The World 

Bank approach is to set the key principles of social protection programs/schemes (including 

pensions) design. These principles include: fairness, universality, adequacy and sustainability as 

key dimensions. The World Bank supports pension system design following these guiding 

principles, and also reforms in numerous cases in which one or more of these guiding principles 

is not present.  This approach is consistent with the international standards set by other 

international organizations. 

 



 

 

#10 To Anna. Given the data inconsistencies across countries that you mentioned in the 

presentation, how valid will be the indicator as a measure of progress towards universal social 

protection. How do you account for the distortion that may arise as a result of data 

inconsistencies across countries? (From Shepherd Muperi) 

Anna McCord: ‘The proportion of the population covered by social protection systems/floors is 

an indicator of the extent to which universality is accomplished’ and ‘The principle of 

universality of social protection means that social protection systems should guarantee decent 

living conditions to the whole population, throughout their lives.’ (UN Stats) 

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-01-03-01a.pdf 

UN Stats are correct that the indicator is a measure of the extent of universality of provision and 

can be mapped across time to measure progress in a particular country.  However, as you note, 

data inconsistencies across countries will render cross country comparisons problematic as the 

indicator is based on national administrative data which may use different definitions or 

include/exclude data on inconsistent ranges of interventions, particularly in LIC where data is 

limited.  

Irrespective of data inconsistencies, the aggregate effective coverage indicator is a poor 

measure of progress towards universal social protection, as it includes all who receive social 

assistance, or are entitled to receive social insurance, measuring only coverage without giving 

any indication of the adequacy or quality of provision.   

The development and promotion of a core set of common statistical definitions and data 

gathering practices relating to social protection, across countries by development agencies 

would be one way to address the availability, quality and comparability of data to ensure that 

the SDG indicator is consistently measured across countries, and that additional complementary 

indicators can be developed to assess quality of provision. Once both quality and coverage can 

be assessed consistently, there will be more potential to use the indicator.  As it stands it is 

adequate for measuring progress on one dimension of universalisation (coverage) at a country 

level. So, indicators for progress across countries can be combined to assess overall progress 

towards the goal. 

 

#11 What are the barriers in Africa, what is contributing to the low-level of SP outcome? (From 

Marumbo Ngwira) 

Anush Bezhanyan: The World Bank is fully supportive of the SDGs and we are working together 

with partners to assist countries with achieving the SDGs, in particular the target 1.3 – 

‘’Implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for all, including 

floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable”. The World 

Bank approach is to set the key principles of social protection programs/schemes (including 

pensions) design. These principles include: fairness, universality, adequacy and sustainability as 

key dimensions. The World Bank supports pension system design following these guiding 

principles, and also reforms in numerous cases in which one or more of these guiding principles 

is not present. This approach is consistent with the international standards set by other 

international organizations. 
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#12 I am working on the Sahel and West Africa region. Sustainable financing of social protection 

remains a key challenge. What are possible concrete solutions for closing the financing gap? 

(From Jennifer Sheahan - SWAC/OECD) 

Anna McCord: Conventionally increasing the financing available in a particular sector can be 

achieved by increasing the net amount available through increased taxation/contributions, 

borrowing, or reallocation across budgets. For social protection there may be options for 

increasing the efficiency of allocations within the sector, for example, by improving the targeting 

of state benefits and subsidies (although this may be administratively and politically costly and 

potentially in tension with the goal of universal provision) or reducing government allocations 

from financing public sector pensions towards for example financing noncontributory social 

assistance, but this is politically problematic.  

The ILO and others are exploring new ways to support contributory social protection within the 

informal sector, for example making use of new payment options including electronic banking to 

facilitate nontraditional contributions options. In this way those previously excluded from social 

insurance have the potential to be incorporated into contribution-based national insurance 

schemes. In West Africa there are interesting innovations currently happening in Ghana, with 

the opening of access to national social insurance schemes to informal workers.  

Another option is to increase revenue by exploring opportunities to expand the tax base. This 

could be achieved improved compliance and/or higher tax rates (on businesses, individuals, 

luxury goods etc.). Some countries have chosen to introduce hypothecated taxes expressly to 

finance social protection. There is also the option of reviewing the overall redistributive effect of 

the fiscal system (taking into account both taxation and also social protection provision), as 

regressive taxation (e.g. on basic commodities) has a negative impact on the resources available 

to the poorest at household level and may be considered a form of negative social protection 

transfer.   

In 2015, a United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force on Financing for Development was created in 

order to monitor international commitments - the ILO leads the social protection task force and 

has done much work on this question, see for example; 

‘Financing social protection for the future of work: Fiscal aspects and policy options’ May 2018  

 

#13 Should low income countries also aim for universal coverage, or can they be excused to use 

their resources for the poorest? Just thinking we may need to be a little more realistic in our 

expectations for countries whose taxes can barely cover their operations. (From Irene Among-

Lutz) 

This question was addressed live. Watch here. 

 

https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/financing-social-protection-future-work-fiscal-aspects-and-policy-options
https://socialprotection.org/discover/publications/financing-social-protection-future-work-fiscal-aspects-and-policy-options
https://youtu.be/fnWe5fk1yns?t=3816
https://youtu.be/fnWe5fk1yns?t=3816


 

 

#14 What is or could be the relationship between (national) social protection programs and 

community safety nets? (From Nico Smith) 

Valérie Schmitt: Access to social security is essentially a public responsibility, and is typically 

provided through public institutions, financed from either contributions or taxes or both. 

However, the delivery of social security can be and often is mandated to private entities. 

Moreover, where the public system is not sufficiently developed, community-based initiatives 

may fill the gaps. However, it has been a challenge for community-based initiatives, for instance 

community-based health insurance schemes, to reach significant levels of coverage, generate 

sufficiently large risk pools and avoid a fragmented approach. 

Nonetheless, communities can play a crucial role for the extension of social security. In our 

experience, these efforts are most successful if there is a strong linkage between the national 

and the community level. For instance, part of Cabo Verde’s strategy to extend coverage to self-

employed workers was the development of partnerships, including with community 

associations, to jointly realize communication and awareness-raising activities. Community 

organisations can also play a role of expanding access points and assume part of the services 

provided by social security offices. In Indonesia, for instance, community members are recruited 

to perform some social protection functions on behalf of BPJS Health. 

 

#15 In the current political scenario, where far right governments are gaining space and budget 

for social protection is progressively decreasing, how to make governments to commit with 

social protection? (From Dandara Ramos) 

This question was addressed live. Watch here.  

 

#16 What is the political economy of social protection, especially in the developing countries 

such as Nepal? (From Lok Nath Bhusal) 

This question was addressed live. Watch here. 

 

#17 USP and mobile populations (i.e. transborder pastoralists in the Sahel region)? How to 

tackle issues related to mobility especially when mobility is a key part of the groups’ livelihoods? 

(From Cédric Bernard) 

This question was addressed live. Watch here.  

 

#18 Again, thank you. Another point is related to ILO conventions and ratification. It seems that 

the ratification of these standards is not satisfied. ILO should improve connections with 

countries regarding ILO conventions, specially convention 102. (From Younes Charbgoo) 
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Valérie Schmitt: At present, 58 countries have ratified Convention No. 102, most recently by 

Benin, Morocco and the Russian Federation. And indeed, the ILO works closely with its member 

States to support the ratification and application of ILO standards. In the context of the ILO 

Centenary, the ILO has launched a “One for All” Centenary Ratification Campaign. In addition, 

we have recently launched our Ratification Tool for ILO Social Security Conventions 

(https://www.social-protection.org/gimi/ILO100Ratification.action). Users can discover the ILO 

Social Security Standards and learn more about how to ratify and apply them, as well as explore 

other useful resources. 
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